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 This dissertation is a qualitative investigation of influences of school tracking on the 
Black identity development of high school students. This dissertation begins with a Critical Race 
Theory analysis of school tracking processes. After exploring how tracking was designed, and 
how it continues to obstruct the potential for optimal Black student schooling experiences, this 
text proceeds into its principal aim of examining how these experiences may influence students’ 
Black identity. Twenty Black eleventh- and twelfth-grade students in tracked, racially diverse 
Southeastern high schools were asked in individual interviews to describe their experiences in 
these schools and their attitudes regarding their Black identity. Student responses regarding their 
Black identity were studied particularly according to prominent Black identity models developed 
by scholars across decades. Student responses indicated certain differences in attitudes among 
student groups, with students on the lowest and highest track levels remaining in early stages of 
Black identity development, while students in the middle track displayed more mature Black 
identities according to literature. These responses may provide important implications for theory 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation is an exploration of the potential links of school tracking to the racial 
identity development of Black students in tracked, racially diverse schools. In this study, I 
investigate this insufficiently understood dimension of school tracking outcomes in order to 
better understand how school tracking may be related to Black students’ racial identity 
development and attitudes. As such, this qualitative project includes in-depth interviews of 20 
Black students in grades 11 and 12.  
This chapter begins with a brief description of the background and context of issues of 
school tracking and racial identity, issues to be elucidated more thoroughly in the Chapter 2 
literature review. Following this chapter’s presentation of background information will be 
sections individually providing further detail of the study’s problem statement, statement of 
purpose, research questions, and qualitative approach. Beyond these sections will be a discussion 
of my perspectives and assumptions, and an explanation of key terminology will ultimately 
conclude the chapter.  
Background & Context 
The formation of healthy identities as ethnic people in the United States has a strong 
correlation with mental health and general well-being (Chavous et al., 2003; Cokley, McClain, 
Jones, & Johnson, 2012; Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2009). As childhood and adolescence are 
critical periods for identity development, it is important to examine the role of schooling in 
shaping Black identities. Formal school environments are central locations for daily interactions 





values and norms. In seminal works on the social reproductive functions of schooling, however, 
scholars have argued that schools’ functions as transmitters of societal norms favor students 
whose knowledge, values, upbringings most closely mirror those of the dominant society, 
generally at the disadvantage of minority students (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970; (Ladson-Billings 
& Tate IV, 1995; Tyson, 2011). Indeed, a central tenet of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in 
education, a doctrine that inspires the present critical investigation of school tracking, is that 
formal schooling structures serve to perpetuate power structures and reproduce racial and class 
inequality (Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995; Ledesma & Calderón, 2015; López, 2003). This 
project, therefore, operating under this assumption, examines how these power structures, 
manifested through school tracking, have worked in the lives of Black students to shape their 
identities as Black Americans.  
Tracking has been selected as the schooling structure for study, as it is, to be articulated 
throughout this dissertation, pervasive in the schooling experiences of all students in schools 
offering differentiated coursework, whether those students actually participate in advanced-level 
coursework or otherwise. Such grouping affects not only the rigor of coursework, but also the 
quality of and relationships with teachers with whom students interact; the peers with whom 
students attend classes; the resources made available on school grounds; the level of 
encouragement offered to students in pursuit of higher education; and much more. Importantly, 
such tracking tends to designate disproportionately low numbers of Black students as “gifted” or 
“advanced,” placing them in classes more likely filled with White students, while many more 
Black students remain in “standard” or “remedial” courses populated largely with same-racial 
identity group peers. And it is in these separated contexts that Black students receive divergent 





messages are received directly through the rigor of their academics or, perhaps more frequently, 
indirectly through students’ observations of their own treatment in relation to that of their peers.  
The effects of these experiences on Black students’ identity development are presently 
under-investigated, but appropriate Black identity theory exists to address this knowledge gap. 
William Cross’s 1971 Nigrescence model names five stages of Black identity development. The 
model, widely considered a seminal Black racial identity theory (Helms & Parham, 1985; 
Parham & Helms, 1985; Phinney, 1990; Plummer, 1995; Vandiver, Cross, Worrell, & Fhagen-
Smith, 2002; Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & Worrell, 2001), has undergone 
revisions, resulting in the second and latest Nigrescence model revision shared originally in 2000 
(Vandiver et al., 2001). Cross's work describes not only the self-concepts, attitudes toward 
Blackness, and particular behaviors characteristic of each stage of the model, but also the 
experiences or events that move Black individuals across stages. Largely building upon this 
work, other scholars have articulated theories of Black identity which reflect processes by which 
identity develops (e.g. Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1989), as well as ways identity is internalized and 
performed (e.g. Sanders-Thompson, 1995; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998). It 
is my intent in this dissertation to investigate how students’ self-reported Black identity, 
reflecting key Black identity theory by the aforementioned scholars, might be related to their 
experiences in tracked, racially diverse schools.  
Problem Statement 
Sufficient research has established that Black students are unevenly offered access to 
resources, curricula, diverse interactions, and general school support according to their course 
and track placements. But these disparate experiences may also be related to how students come 





tracking remains underexplored in existing literature, leaving a critical gap in established 
knowledge of any larger social influences of school tracking.  
Statement of Purpose & Research Questions 
The purpose of this project is to examine qualitatively the relationships between school 
tracking and Black students’ identity. Black identity is studied by reviewing student interview 
responses and analyzing for reflections of prominent Black identity theory. Therefore, this study 
seeks answers to the following central research questions among Black students who have 
attended tracked high schools:  
1. How do Black high school students with experiences in tracked public schools describe 
their identities as Black Americans?  
2. How may their experiences inform and/or be informed by existing theory and constructs 
of Black identity development?  
Methodological Overview 
 In this study, I seek to allow the voices of students to elucidate their own lived 
experiences in tracked schooling. A sample of 20 Black students in grades eleven and twelve 
were interviewed regarding their experiences in and attitudes toward their schooling 
environments, as well as their attitudes about themselves, their Black and White peers, and 
general experiences of Blackness in America. Participants were selected from two school 
districts within the southeastern US – similar to one another by socioeconomic status, racial 
demographics, and academic outcomes – whose high schools offer separate advanced classes. 
This structure is representative of common tracking and grouping methods within high schools. 





I aim in this dissertation to obtain a picture of how student attitudes and identities develop and 
compare to one another, particularly as a potential result of tracked schooling. 
Researcher Assumptions/Positionality 
At the time of conducting this study, I am a doctoral student in a school of education 
geographically proximal to the public school districts from which interviewed cases were 
selected. Further, I attended high school in one of the districts represented. In this high school, I 
participated in honors and Advanced Placement (AP) courses. My own schools closely 
resembled the presently studied schools in terms of school and county demographics. Schools 
were populated primarily by White students, but with large enough minority student populations 
to create classrooms that were overwhelmingly majority-minority, particularly at the high-school 
level. The district featured higher-than-state-average educational attainment and mean income 
levels, but income gaps persisted particularly between its White and minority residents. 
 As a result of my own schooling experiences, I did bring to this study certain assumptions 
about the nature of tracked education and anticipated certain responses from Black students who 
attend similar schools. These assumptions – mostly regarding classroom composition, course 
content, and relationships with peers and school personnel – are largely upheld by existing 
research on school tracking and ability grouping. This personal experience, aided by scholarly 
literature, does provide a level of understanding and regard for necessary questions and topics to 
explore in participant interviews. Despite these experiences and assumptions, however, I 
understand the importance of allowing participant narratives, rather than my own personal 
experiences, to provide necessary data. As such, I invited students to share their own 
perspectives in interviews and asked enough interview questions, informed by existing literature, 





that these experiences would mirror those described in literature or lived in my own schooling. 
This detailed interview helped ensure that knowledge gleaned from this study is indeed a result 
of participants’ own words in a much larger part than my personal reflections.  
Definitions of Key Terms 
 Ability grouping – This term tends to describe an elementary-level practice of deeming 
certain students “gifted” or “high achievers” and providing them more advanced and challenging 
coursework. This provision may occur within the classroom by giving children distinct tasks 
while they remain in their standard classroom arrangement; pulling children to a separate area of 
the room for their advanced activities; or placing children into separate classrooms with other 
“advanced” peers for instruction in core subjects, such as reading and mathematics, or for all 
subjects. Typically, however, ability-grouped students spend most of their school days not 
physically separated from students deemed gifted or otherwise (Olszewski-Kubilius, 2013; Yee, 
2013).  
 Advanced Placement – Advanced Placement (AP) courses are those that allegedly meet 
certain national standard for course content rigor mirroring university-level work. AP courses 
prepare students for standardized AP exams which, with a qualifying score, often exempt 
students from these courses in their college education (“AP Students,” 2018).  
 Black identity – Generally speaking, the term “Black identity” refers to the meaning an 
individual ascribes to their status as a Black person. Black identity involves considerations of 
self-concept, group affinity, sociopolitical ideology, and more. Chapter 2 will provide a careful 
discussion of meanings of Black identity according to prominent scholars in this field.  
 Honors courses – Honors courses represent a level of coursework intended to be more 





generally include curricula designed to prepare students for an AP exam and subsequent college 
exemptions (“Honors Course,” 2013). 
 Tracking – The term “tracking” most often denotes a middle- and high-school practice of 
assigning students to a group, or “track,” of courses based on their post-high-school aspirations. 
For example, students might be on a “vocational track,” a “university track,” or otherwise. 
Interpreted more generally, tracking may refer to providing the opportunity for students to 
participate in advanced or honors versus standard versions of courses. Methods of assignment to 
tracks, or differentiated course levels, will be discussed further in Chapter 2. Tracking at the 
middle- and high-school levels virtually always means that students on different tracks are taught 




















CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
Recognizing the pivotal nature of education and the attainment of some degree of 
academic success, scholars, policymakers, and concerned citizens have dedicated a great deal of 
time and resources over the years to boosting student achievement – particularly among 
subgroups of students deemed to be at greatest risk of “falling behind” (Coleman, 1968; R. G. 
Fryer & Levitt, 2004; T. C. Howard, 2010; Rumberger, 2011; Tyack, 2000; Valencia, 2015; 
Vanneman, Hamilton, & Anderson, 2009). Black students in particular, who have been found to 
consistently underperform on traditional measures of academic achievement – standardized tests 
(R. G. Fryer & Levitt, 2004; Morrissey, Hutchison, & Winsler, 2014; Vanneman et al., 2009), 
high school graduation rates (Lee, 2002; Valencia, 2015), and college enrollment rates (T. C. 
Howard, 2010) – have been of particular interest for education experts interested in improving 
the academic attainment of American students. As racial minority populations in US public 
schools have risen precipitously in recent decades (Maxwell, 2014; Payne, 2011), a new sense of 
urgency has accompanied the imperative of closing so-called “achievement gaps.”  
Whether in response to the recognition that the United States economy cannot thrive at 
optimal levels with half of its coming-of-age workforce lacking foundational educational 
qualifications, or as a result of genuine interest in breaking the cycle of poverty which plagues 
many Black communities (Gradín, 2012; “Poverty Rate by Race/Ethnicity,” 2016; Proctor, 
Semaga, & Kollar, 2016), research dating back nearly as far as compulsory public education 
itself suggests – and at times criticizes – schooling and social strategies for boosting academic 





very criteria that denote the existence of achievement gaps (Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto, Ogut, 
Sherman, & Chan, 2015; T. C. Howard, 2010; Tyson, 2011). Scant attention, however, has been 
paid to manners in which schooling practices, well-intentioned or otherwise, actually shape the 
identities and self-concepts of students. Among students of color in particular, the formation of 
healthy identities as ethnic people in a US society which has historically treated minority 
individuals as second-class citizens has been found to correlate strongly with mental health and 
general well-being (Chavous et al., 2003; Cokley et al., 2012; Dotterer et al., 2009).  
 Formal schooling plays a central role in the formation of students’ identities, as it has for 
centuries played a critical role not only in the maintenance of a strong economy, but in the 
transmission of societal values and norms. In their seminal 1977 work Reproduction in 
Education, Society and Culture, French philosophers Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron 
propose a theory of social reproduction, in which schools play a central role in maintaining social 
hierarchies, traditions, and power relations exhibited in the broader societies in which they exist. 
Throughout the text, Bourdieu & Passeron (1977) argue that the nature of pedagogy, the teaching 
profession, and other schooling practices deemed fundamental to American schools serve to 
reinforce the notion that certain kinds of knowledge and ideal types of students are preferred and 
will lead to the greatest success. Although providing an empirical analysis of French education 
systems later in the text, critical analyses and theoretical suppositions provided by Bourdieu & 
Passeron’s work bear fairly unambiguous truths for – and have been thereby analyzed by 
scholars within – United States education. Analyses of social reproduction within US public 
schools, therefore, have focused on ways in which schools maintain the power and ideals of 
dominant groups at the expense of the dominated. Critical Race Theory has emerged as a tool 





scholars as a theoretical framework for assessing racism from a legal perspective (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2012), provides a valuable lens through which to discern the significance of race and 
racism in schooling structures (Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995).  
 This study, operating under the insight that formal schooling structures serve to 
perpetuate power structures and reproduce racial and class inequality, will utilize CRT as a 
framework for understanding the processes by which Black student identities and self-concepts 
are shaped by the ubiquitous practice of school ability-grouping or tracking. Tracking has been 
selected as the schooling structure of interest, as it is, to be articulated throughout this 
dissertation, pervasive in the schooling experiences of all students in schools offering 
differentiated coursework, whether those students actually participate in advanced coursework or 
otherwise. Such grouping affects not only the rigor of coursework, but also the quality of and 
relationships with teachers with whom students interact; the peers with whom students attend 
classes; the resources made available on school grounds; the level of encouragement offered to 
students in pursuit of higher education; and much more. Therefore, after further articulating the 
origins and utility of CRT in analysis of educational inequity and dissecting the functions and 
effects of tracking, this chapter will finally provide a careful analysis of the manners in which 
Black students’ participation within tracked schools influence students’ schooling experiences 
and will further articulate Cross’s racial identity model in order to later achieve this project’s 









Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory 
Critical Race Theory Overview 
Critical Race Theory began as a development of the Civil Rights and Critical Legal 
Studies movements of the 1970s. Black scholars, concerned with the manner in which case law 
institutionalized the power and interests of Whites at the expense of non-White Americans, 
birthed CRT as a tool by which to evaluate the ways law reproduced racism in society (Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995; López, 2003; Matsuda, 1993). As a result, 
CRT operated under the key tenet that race is pervasive throughout society, though rather than 
existing in its blatant, Jim-Crow-era forms, “it has merely assumed a normality, and thus an 
invisibility, in our daily lives” (López, 2003, p. 3). The role of the critical race theorist is 
therefore to discern the often hidden ways social structures operate to promote racist hierarchies.  
Three other key tenets of CRT guide and facilitate these critical analyses. The first, 
“Interest Convergence” (Bell, 1980) maintains that Whites, the dominant group in US society, 
will only work to advance the objectives of people of color in cases in which these objectives 
align with Whites’ own self-interests. Bell (1980) argues, for example, that the Brown v. Board 
of Education (1954) Supreme Court decision legally ending school desegregation was decided in 
favor of integration because the US needed to appear more racially sensitive in the eyes of 
international allies, and also in order to prevent Black uprisings which could threaten the 
property and safety of White Americans. The notion of Interest Convergence, therefore, suggests 
that racial progress is not necessarily made in manners that are most efficient or expedient for 
people of color or that effectively dismantle structural racial inequalities.  
The next central tenet of CRT important for this analysis is the role of counter-stories of 





dominant reality experienced by White individuals, and the racial reality experienced by people 
of color. Highlighting only dominant accounts of experiences and social structures may portray a 
false image of a meritocratic or racially neutral society, overlooking the experiences of people of 
color which paint a starkly different picture. CRT theorists posit that the voices and experiences 
of people of color must be considered in order to fully understand the workings of any social 
structure in a racially stratified nation.  
A final important tenet of CRT is an understanding of Whiteness as property. Cheryl 
Harris contributed most prominently to this discussion of Whiteness as property in her 1993 
Harvard Law Review work, in which she explains that White racial identity became through 
history a form of property protected and offered unique privileges in US law and practice. This 
consideration of Whiteness as a certain objective endowment to be protected and treated as a 
unique status has since become important to discussions of CRT.  
Critical Race Theory in Education 
 Critical Race Theory has developed from its origins in legal scholarship to provide a 
framework for scholars interested in examining the causes of racial inequalities in education 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995; Ledesma & Calderón, 2015; López, 2003). It was first 
foregrounded as a tool for educational analysis through the work of Black American education 
theorists Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate in their seminal work “Toward a Critical 
Race Theory of Education” (1995). In this text, Ladson-Billings & Tate argue that inequalities in 
educational opportunities and outcomes are “a logical and predictable result of a racialized 
society in which discussions of race and racism continue to be muted and marginalized” (1995, 
p. 47). They explain, as did their CRT predecessors, that racism has evolved only in a manner 





de jure segregation of the past. In their analysis of racist schooling structures, Ladson-Billings & 
Tate note that they refer to David Wellman’s (1999) definition of racism as “culturally 
sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the intentions involved, defend the advantages Whites 
have because of the subordinated positions of racial minorities” (p. 42). Racist schooling 
structures, therefore, are those which perpetuate White dominance while continuing to hold 
minorities to a subjugated status. Operating under this definition, Ladson-Billings & Tate 
specifically name tracking and the implementation of “gifted” or “advanced” courses as 
effectively racist schooling practices. The first task of this dissertation, therefore, is to undertake 
a critical analysis of how these grouping practices developed, operate today, maintain racist 
power structures, and influence the opportunities made available to Black students.  
Tracking 
Origins  
 It would be difficult to deny the importance of critically examining tracking’s influence 
on racial inequality in education once the full history of the practice is taken into even the most 
superficial consideration. Tracking emerged and thrived for more than a century in the United 
States as a deliberate effort to separate minority children deemed inferior from their white peers 
within the school setting. For the greater part of the 19th century, free public elementary schools 
existed primarily in New England and Mid-Atlantic states and were attended by middle- to 
upper-class White children. During this time, few teenagers enrolled in secondary schools, and 
those who did – again from middle- to upper-class families – attended Latin grammar schools or 
other private academies whose intent was to prepare students for higher education. Little ethnic 
diversity could be found in these schools, as they were located away from the growing cities 





publicly funded and controlled secondary education, free public high schools had developed in 
New England, and by the 1880s, their student enrollment surpassed those of private schools. 
Still, though, student populations within these school were largely ethnically homogenous 
(Oakes, 2005). 
 As the nation approached the turn of the century, however, exploding population growth 
foreshadowed significant changes in the quantity and characteristics of the students schools 
would be tasked with educating. Immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe – regions of 
origin relatively unfamiliar to the American populace at the time – entered the United States at a 
rate of nearly one million per year, contributing to a 700 percent increase in student enrollment 
between 1880 and 1918 (Tyack, 2000). This population growth occurred alongside the 
enforcement of compulsory education and child-labor laws, resulting in the rapid diversification 
of school populations. Naturally, changes in school structure were necessary. Historian Lawrence 
Cremin explains:  
“Schools that really wanted to educate these youngsters could not get by with surface 
changes. The mere fact that children in a single school-room spoke a half-dozen 
languages, none of them English, inevitably altered that schoolroom. And the problem 
went far beyond language, for each language implied a unique heritage and unique 
attitudes toward teacher, parents, schoolmates – indeed, toward the school itself” 
(Cremin, 1961, p. 72).  
 
 The public high school, then, was no longer simply a facility designed to prepare the elite 
for higher education. It became, during this time, a venue for teaching immigrant children 
American norms and preparing them for work deemed more “appropriate” for their level of 
cognition (Oakes, 2005). It was here that tracking and ability grouping were born. Enter Social 
Darwinism, and White Americans found a “scientific” justification for differential treatment of 





comprehending complex subjects, behaving in a civilized manner, and reaching the same level of 
academic competence as their white peers. A Boston school committee member in this era 
remarked that “In their blood are generations of iniquity…They hate restraint or obedience to 
law. They know nothing of the feelings which are inherited by those who were born on our 
shores” (Lazerson, 1971, p. 33). Psychologist G. Stanley Hall referred to non-white students as 
“the great army of incapables” (Hall, 1904, p. 510) as he argued for curriculum differentiation. It 
was therefore most efficient and best for the safety and prosperity of American society as a 
whole, Whites assumed, to educate these children separately. And for a time, grouping 
classifications were made openly on the basis of children’s ethnic and economic backgrounds 
(Oakes, 2005).  
 By the end of World War I, however, this blatantly racist and classist system of 
differentiation engendered criticism in the face of an “egalitarian” vision of America as a land of 
opportunity for all. Fortunately, for proponents of ability-grouping, the development of IQ tests 
lent another “scientific” justification for student separation. Because IQ tests were viewed as 
objective measures of ability, the practice of placing children of color into lower-ability 
coursework seemed only logical. Few called into question potential cultural-bias explanations for 
the fact that nearly 80% of immigrants tested by prominent test developer Lewis Terman were 
deemed feeble-minded. Terman explained:  
“Their dullness seems to be racial, or at least in the family stocks from which they come. 
The fact that one meets this type with such extraordinary frequency among Indians, 
Mexicans, and negroes suggests quite forcibly that the whole question of racial 
differences in mental traits will have to be taken up anew…there will be discovered 
enormously significant racial differences…which cannot be wiped out by any scheme of 
mental culture. Children of this group should be segregated in special classes…They 
cannot master abstractions, but they can often be made efficient workers” (Terman, 1922, 





Edward Thorndike’s group intelligence tests would later indicate that intelligence stayed 
relatively consistent over time, therefore making it attributable to heredity. Scores on his 
National Intelligence Test reinforced the notion that immigrant and other racial minority children 
were inherently intellectually inferior. Thus prevailed the notion, which arguably continues to 
loom large in the minds of many today, that if certain groups of children do not succeed in 
school, it is because they are simply incapable, and as such they should be grouped with students 
of similar (lack of) potential (Oakes, 2005). 
This idea of dividing children to be among those of similar potential became especially 
convenient decades later in the 20th century, in the face of court mandates to desegregate schools 
in the wake of the Brown v. Board. White schools, particularly in the passionately anti-
integration South, found in tracking a way to achieve “desegregation without integration” 
(Tyson, 2011). Although schools came into compliance with federal mandates by allowing Black 
students to enter the same school buildings as Whites, grouping students by alleged ability 
ensured with remarkable consistency that Black and White students would rarely if ever interact 
within classrooms. Black students, after completing aptitude tests or other school-assigned 
measures of academic potential, were relegated to remedial or other lower-level courses, which 
were often stocked with scarce classroom resources and lower quality teachers than in 
neighboring White classrooms.  But the re-segregating effects of these grouping practices did not 
go unnoticed. Legal challenges arising in the late 20th century challenged the all-white gifted 
programs being established within schools, and federal courts as recently as the 1990s deemed 
these programs unconstitutional (Tyson, 2011). Beyond the turn of the 21st century, however, 





system, discriminatory effects caused by school grouping systems are more often acceptable 
(Tyson, 2011). 
Tracking Today 
 “Tracking” vs. “ability grouping.” At this point it is important to review the distinction 
between the terms tracking and ability grouping. While some literature on the subject(s) have 
used the terms interchangeably, others will argue that important distinctions exist. Ability 
grouping tends to describe an elementary-grades practice of deeming certain students “high 
achievers” and separating them from their peers for more advanced instruction and academic 
opportunities. This separation may occur within the classroom by pulling children to a separate 
area of the room for their advanced activities, or children may be placed into separate classrooms 
with other “advanced” peers for instruction in core subjects, such as reading and mathematics, or 
for all subjects (Olszewski-Kubilius, 2013; Yee, 2013). Tracking meanwhile, tends to involve a 
middle- and high-school practice of assigning students to a group, or “track,” of courses based on 
their post-high school aspirations. Students might be on a “vocational track,” a “university 
track,” or otherwise, and this distinction virtually always means that separate track students are 
taught in separate classrooms, contrary to elementary ability grouping (Loveless, 1998, 2013). 
The similarities between tracking and ability grouping tend to eclipse the differences. Students 
placed in “gifted” groups or advanced tracks tend to be selected for these higher-level programs 
according to similar criteria, and the experiences of these students when compared to their 
“standard” or “remedial” peers differ in nearly identical ways, which will be discussed in detail 
later in this dissertation. Further, students placed into gifted programs in elementary school are 
significantly more likely to participate in advanced-track courses in middle and high school, even 





choosing (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Tyson, 2011), making tracking very much an academic life-
course process. This de facto rigidity, despite the claim that students may technically have the 
freedom to choose advanced coursework in higher grade levels, has not been lost on scholars. 
Rosenbaum (1976) compared students’ progression through coursework to a tournament won by 
completing advanced coursework and lost by being assigned to lower-level courses. Once a 
student is placed on a lower track, he or she remains there for the remainder of their academic 
career – the “tournament is over” and they “lose forever” (Rosenbaum, 1976, p. 252). Taking 
into account this life-course progression of course grouping, tracking will be used to denote all 
K-12 practices of grouping students by perceived or predicted ability, although distinctions will 
be made, where necessary, to indicate the grade level in discussion.    
 Making track decisions. Remarkably little has changed since the creation of tracking in 
the methods of determining which students qualify for advanced versus standard or remedial 
courses. Standardized test scores remain a metric of choice for schools wishing to “objectively” 
gauge students’ aptitude. The use of IQ tests, however, has been largely if not entirely replaced 
by the use of state and national standardized academic achievement tests. National tests include 
the California Achievement Test, Iowa Test of Basic Skills and the SAT and ACT (Loveless, 
2013; Oakes, 2005; Tyson, 2011). State tests tend to include end-of-course or end-of-grade 
examinations, or tests of academic ability designed specifically to determine admission to school 
gifted programs (Anicha, 2014; Loveless, 2013; Tyson, 2011). Also commonly considered are 
teacher assessments and recommendations. These recommendations generally evaluate students’ 
academic ability, motivation, engagement, and potential. Further, in elementary grades in 
particular, added components assessing students’ behavior and maturity are often considered 





sometimes considered at elementary grades, while middle- and high-school students more often 
have the prerogative to enroll themselves in advanced coursework (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
Olszewski-Kubilius, 2013). These measures, considered objective enough, are generally 
permissible from a legal perspective, as is evidenced by their widespread use. Even so, education 
researchers have been hard-pressed to find instances of tracked schools and districts that have not 
created overwhelming within-school segregation (Anicha, 2014; Burris & Garrity, 2008; Card & 
Giuliano, 2015; Grissom & Redding, 2016; Kellogg, 2016; Oakes, 2005; Payne, 2011; Tyson, 
2011).  
Critical Race Theory Analysis of School Tracking Methods 
Myriad quantitative analyses reveal that Black students, as long as tracking programs 
have existed, have always been underrepresented in gifted or advanced programs relative to their 
proportion in the overall student populace, even after controlling for students’ previous academic 
performance (e.g., Burris & Garrity, 2008; Donelan, Neal, & Jones, 1994; Garland, 2013; 
Kellogg, 2016; Kohli, 2014; Loveless, 1998, 2013; Oakes, 2005; Rosenbaum, 1976; Tyson, 
2011). Karolyn Tyson’s 2006 work, Integration Interrupted, reported in one study of North 
Carolina schools, for example, that of the 517 elementary gifted programs for which enrollment 
information was available, there were only 38 programs in which minority students were not 
underrepresented in proportion to their overall school enrollment (2006). A 2015 National 
Bureau of Economic Research report of an unnamed school district revealed that Black and 
Latino students accounted for 60% of third-grade enrollment but only 28% of third-grade gifted 
program participation (Card & Giuliano, 2015). A 2016 review of nationally representative 
elementary enrollment data revealed that the odds of being placed in gifted programs were 66 





findings are not rare. Indeed they have reached a level of certainty and predictability that 
scholars no longer ask if disproportionalities occur under school tracking programs, but why and 
how these issues may begin to be corrected (Card & Giuliano, 2015; Grissom & Redding, 2016; 
Payne, 2011). It is here that a CRT analysis of the methods of track assignment provide 
invaluable insights.  
 Standardized testing. The use of standardized testing as a tool for measuring academic 
potential has long been problematic for the educational outcomes of Black students. Even if 
schools were somehow able to eliminate the history of structural inequality that has resulted in 
decreased potential for Black students to achieve scores comparable to those of white peers, the 
issue of exam content itself remains. That is, in an ideal world in which Black children do not 
have to contend with unequal access to test preparation (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Godsey, 
2015) or the cognitive overload accompanying stereotype threat (Inzlicht & Schmader, 2012; 
Steele, 1997), there remains the consideration that test questions themselves are created to 
measure knowledge valued and promoted by the dominant group. In what is termed “content 
bias,” (Alordiah & Agbajor, 2014; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Kruse, 2016; Reynolds, 1998) 
scholars posit that some degree of Black underachievement on standardized tests is attributable 
to the fact that exam questions include vocabulary, concepts, and ideas less familiar to Black 
than to White communities. This content is not critical to the concept being tested by a question 
but contributes to a lack of understanding that renders the question difficult for Black students to 
answer correctly. Black students have even been found to perform better than White peers on 
tests containing more difficult, “academic” vocabulary but less of this culturally biased content 
(Freedle, 2003; Mathews, 2003). For example, a 2003 report by Roy O. Freedle, a former 





administration of standardized assessments, revealed that Black students performed worse on 
“easy” SAT analogy questions containing words like “canoe” and “golf” than on “hard” analogy 
items containing words like “sycophant,” “anathema,” and “intractable” (Freedle, 2003). This 
was explained by the recognition that the former set of words is more likely to be used in 
everyday middle- to upper-class conversations to which Black students have less frequent access 
than their White peers, while the latter are more likely to be learned in academic activities. 
Furthermore, Black children raised by White families and in White communities, who naturally 
have greater access to habitual majority-group conversations, tend to outperform their Black 
peers raised in Black families and communities (Jencks & Phillips, 1998).  
 That this bias exists should come as no surprise upon consideration of Bourdieu and 
Passeron’s theory of social reproduction in education. If a function of formal schooling systems 
is to determine which knowledge is most valued and to perpetuate that information and the 
interests of majority groups, it is only natural that this knowledge be tested and used as a metric 
to determine which students are capable of advanced work and which will only find success in 
lower-level work. They explain:  
“The examination is not only the clearest expression of academic values and of the 
educational system's implicit choices: in imposing as worthy of university sanction a 
social definition of knowledge and the way to show it, it provides one of the most 
efficacious tools for the enterprise of inculcating the dominant culture and the value of 
that culture. (p. 142) 
Nothing serves the established order better than formally irreproachable tests which could 
claim to measure, at a given point in time, the subject's aptitude to occupy vocational 
posts while forgetting that this aptitude, however early it is tested, is the product of a 
socially qualified teaching and learning and that the most predictive measurements are 
precisely the least neutral ones socially” (p. 164). 
 
 Teacher recommendations. Black students are significantly less likely than white 





students perform as well as or better than their White counterparts on “objective” academic 
measures (Grissom & Redding, 2016; Tyson, 2011; Wong, 2016). Here again, the research is 
nearly unanimous. Teachers hold strong implicit biases which influence their attitudes and 
behaviors toward students (McKown & Weinstein, 2008; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992). A 2005 
study, for example, provided 207 elementary teachers with information about three groups of 
children – one described as White, one described as Black, and one given no ethnic descriptors. 
Teachers were significantly less likely to assign Black students to gifted programs than either of 
the other two study groups (Elhoweris, Mutua, Alsheikh, & Holloway, 2005). An optimistic 
explanation of this phenomenon asserts that teachers naturally develop biases based on 
observations they’ve made of students in their careers and lives.  
Among the first to link educators’ expectations to student progress, Rosenthal & 
Jacobsen (1968) demonstrated the powerful manner in which teacher expectations may influence 
student achievement. In their landmark study, students at the “Oak School,” a public elementary 
school with a predominantly low-income student body, were administered a Harvard Test of 
Inflected Acquisition, a test invented by the researchers. The researchers then explained to 
teachers this test was a predictor of academic “blooming” or “spurting.” In other words, the test 
was alleged to indicate which students had the greatest potential for academic growth in the 
coming school year, regardless of past academic performance. After collecting the results of the 
test, researchers randomly selected 20% of the student body and told teachers that these students 
held the highest potential for strong academic growth. At the end of the following year, students 
who teachers expected to show the greatest intellectual growth showed higher gains in IQ than 
students of whom teachers expected low to average growth (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968) This 





explained by a 1985 Rosenthal and Babad publication, when we expect certain behaviors of 
others, we are likely to act in ways that make the expected behavior more likely to occur 
 This becomes increasingly problematic when considering that teachers often 
subconsciously hold the lowest expectations of their minority students (Barbarin & Crawford, 
2006; Good & Brophy, 2008). In Rosenthal & Jacobson’s (1968) study, in which minority 
children benefited the most from artificially heightened expectations, the ethnic group 
differences were offered the aforementioned explanation of teachers’ experience-based 
knowledge. The authors explain:  
 
“The teacher smiles at the children, looking at them to see what the year will bring. The 
well-groomed white boys and girls will probably do well. The black- and brown-skinned 
ones are lower-class and will have learning problems…The teacher wants her children to 
learn, all of them, but she knows that lower-class children do not do well in school, just 
as she knows that middle-class children do do well” (1968, p. 47).  
 
In this explanation, socioeconomic status, not race, contribute to teachers’ expectations. 
However, as minority students have historically been and continue to be more likely than White 
students to be members of the lower class (Gradín, 2012; Orfield & Lee, 2005; U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003), race and socioeconomic status are 
tightly linked. This explanation that teacher biases are not inherently racist is problematized, 
however, when considering that Black students are more frequently recommended for advanced 
tracks when the recommendations are made by Black teachers, who are exposed to the same 
demographic trends and should hold similar socioeconomic expectations. By one estimate, Black 
students are three times more likely to be placed in gifted programs by Black teachers than by 
White teachers (Grissom & Redding, 2016). The critical race theorist, however, recognizing that 





recommending Black students for advanced courses aligns with White values and interests and 
finds this understanding again in the writing of Bourdieu & Passeron. They explain simply that 
“teachers are predisposed by their whole experience to perpetuate the system of values on which 
their own cultural capital rests and thus will tend to value pupils who exhibit the same values” 
(Broadfoot, 1978, p. 79). In other words, the ideal student is one who represents the values, 
customs, and standards upon which the school system is based, and these traits are found in 
White students, who least threaten existing norms.  
Different Tracks, Different Experiences 
 As may be expected, students who participate in advanced courses tend to go on to earn 
higher test scores and graduate at higher rates than their standard-track peers (Schmidt, 2009). It 
would be inappropriately premature, however, to dismiss this difference as simply a result of 
differences in student intelligence or even an effect of variations in course rigor. While course 
rigor is, of course, an understood variable between advanced and standard tracks, and one that no 
doubt influences student achievement, research suggests a range of other factors which create 
very distinct schooling experiences for students in standard versus advanced tracks. This section 
will indeed review findings on differences in course curricula and rigor, along with evidence of 
disparate teacher quality and expectations, and access to educational resources (Darling-
Hammond, 1998, 2001; Goldhaber, Lavery, & Theobald, 2015; J. Howard, 2018; Kohli, 2014; 
Wong, 2016). These differences have been neatly termed “the receivement gap” (Chambers, 
2009), representing the disparate opportunities students have to achieve, rather than the 
differences in the achievement itself. A basic review of the aforementioned factors contributing 





experienced and interpreted differently for Black students over-enrolled in lower-level 
coursework.  
 Course rigor and content. Curricular materials and instruction are consistently more 
rigorous in advanced-track courses than in their standard-track counterparts, and schools that 
practice tracking show significantly higher variation among same-grade, same-subject courses 
(i.e. among eight-grade math courses) than schools that do not track students (Grissom & 
Redding, 2016; Loveless, 2013; Schmidt, 2009). This in turn contributes to the consistent 
outperformance of advanced-track students on standardized tests when compared to their 
standard-track peers (Godsey, 2015; Nord et al., 2011). Perhaps this is intuitive; it is, after all, the 
intent of tracking to group “advanced” students with comparable others in order to excel with 
more challenging instruction, while keeping their remaining peers at a slower pace apparently 
appropriate for them. Unfortunately, this system works to very efficiently eliminate opportunities 
for children to advance beyond initial track placements. Consider, for example, the practice of 
using standardized test scores as qualifiers for advanced course placement. Standard-track 
students face a steep uphill battle in striving to somehow learn materials needed to excel on these 
examinations when their course instruction prepares them to perform at a standard level at best. 
Advanced-track students are perpetually prepared by their classroom instruction to be the only 
students who qualify for advanced tracks.  
 A somewhat tangential, but critically important relative of course rigor is the content 
taught in courses. Qualitative analyses in particular have revealed that students learn very 
different kinds of academic material in advanced versus standard tracks. In general, students in 
advanced courses have been found to more frequently learn critical thinking skills, to engage 





standard-track peers, who are more likely to learn basic, memorization-based academic facts and 
even job skills. Oakes’s seminal review of nearly 300 math and English courses (Oakes, 2005) 
provides clear examples.  When asked, “What is the most important thing you have learned or 
done in this class?” (p. 67), responses from high-track English course students included: 
“Learned to analyze famous writings by famous people, and we have learned to 
understand people’s different viewpoints on general ideas” (p. 68). 
“I have learned things that will get me ready for college entrance examinations. Also, 
many things on how to write compositions that will help me in college” (p. 69).   
 
Low-track English course students, meanwhile, answered:  
“I’ve learned how to get a better job and how to act when at an interview filling out 
forms” (p. 70).  
 “Job applications, job interviews, preparation for the above” (p. 71).  
 
 These responses are now more than 30 years old, but literature suggests little has changed 
within classrooms in tracked schools. Higher-track students continue to be afforded better 
preparation not only for immediate academic tasks such as standardized exams, but also for 
furthering their education beyond the confines of K-12 classrooms (Darling-Hammond, 2001; 
Goldhaber et al., 2015; Grissom & Redding, 2016). Advanced-track students “are given 
opportunities to integrate ideas across fields of study. They have opportunities to think, write, 
create, and develop projects. They are challenged to explore,” while standard-track students “are 
exposed to a limited rote-oriented curriculum and ultimately achieve less than students of similar 
aptitude who are placed in academic programs or untracked classes” (Darling-Hammond, 2001, 
p. 221). Of course, the argument could be made that rigorous course materials are inappropriate 
for lower-track students, who might be intimidated by complicated work and unable to excel. 





materials may cause students’ underperformance. Robert Dreeben’s 1987 study of more than 300 
Black and White first graders, for example, revealed that differences in reading outcomes were 
almost entirely related to the quality of instruction received (Dreeben, 1987). Simply put, high-
quality, rigorous curricular materials may shape students’ potential to excel (Darling-Hammond 
& Snyder, 1992; Schiller, Schmidt, Muller, & Houang, 2010), but within tracked schools, only 
students determined to have certain existing capabilities are ever given the opportunity to 
experience and benefit from this knowledge.  
 Teacher quality and expectations. How best to measure teacher quality has been a 
subject of debate among educators and policymakers for likely as long as the teaching profession 
has existed. This dissertation will not attempt to make value judgments of which teacher quality 
metrics are indeed most accurate. Certain factors, however, are generally agreed upon as  
influencing teacher quality and subsequent student outcomes. These factors include “hard” 
measures such as teachers’ years of education, licensure exam scores, years of classroom 
experience, and value-added scores (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2008; 
Papay & Kraft, 2015) as well as “soft” skills such as enthusiasm and clarity (Ngang, Yunus, & 
Hashim, 2015; Oakes, 2005; Tucker & Stronge, 2005). And all of these factors have been found 
in lower quantities among teachers in low-track compared to advanced-track classrooms 
(Darling-Hammond, 1998; Goldhaber et al., 2015; Oakes, 2005). A 2015 study revealed, for 
example, that seventh graders within tracked schools with the lowest performance on annual 
state math and reading assessments are more likely to be assigned to the lowest-quality teachers, 
suggesting that these students “may be disproportionately tracked into classrooms with 
previously ineffective teachers” (Goldhaber et al., 2015, p. 304). These differences between 





one within-school factor influencing student achievement (Loschert, 2015). A 1991 study of 900 
Texas School districts found that teachers’ expertise, as measured by the aforementioned factors, 
was the single most important within-school determinant of student achievement (Ferguson, 
1991). A similar analysis conducted in Alabama found that teacher qualifications accounted for 
student achievement more than did poverty, race, or parent education (Ladd, 2011). A 1989 
study of a single school district found that roughly 90% of variance in student achievement in 
grades 3, 6, and 8 reading and mathematics was a function of teacher quality (Armour-Thomas, 
Clay, Domanico, Bruno, & Allen, 1989). A benign explanation of teacher quality disparities in 
tracked schools posits that higher-track courses require higher-quality teachers to teach the more 
complicated course material. It becomes difficult to argue, though, that lower-tracks help 
struggling students excel when teachers with the least potential to help struggling students excel 
are being systematically placed into classrooms of students with the highest academic need.  
 The differences in teacher behaviors within classrooms, perhaps as signs of teacher 
quality, are measured. A survey of advanced-track classrooms would likely reveal environments 
in which student dialogue is common, teachers are encouraging, collaborative assignments are 
frequent and productive, and learning is the focus of the class session. In standard-track 
classrooms, by contrast, the atmosphere is more likely quiet, as teachers devote greater energy to 
maintaining behavioral order and requiring students to individually complete rote tasks and not 
speak out of turn (Ekstrom & Villegas, 1991; Good & Brophy, 2008). Students in the latter 
group of classrooms will more likely report feeling unsupported by their teachers or that a 
significant portion of class time is allocated for discussing and adjusting student behavior. It is 





higher-track kids are given opportunities to demonstrate responsible initiative while being taught 
to be leaders and independent thinkers (Good & Brophy, 2008; Oakes, 2005).  
 It is worth noting that these differences in teachers’ classroom behaviors may be a result 
of differences in teacher quality, but could just as likely arise from uneven expectations of 
students’ behavior and academic capabilities. Teachers in standard-track classrooms tend to hold 
lower expectations of their students than do higher-track teachers of their own pupils 
(Gershenson, Holt, & Papageorge, 2015; McKown & Weinstein, 2008; Wong, 2016). As has 
been established earlier in this dissertation, teacher expectations matter for reasons associated the 
impact of these expectations on behaviors that promote or hinder students’ opportunities for 
academic success. For example, students for whom teachers have higher expectations receive 
greater encouragement, more classroom attention, and more constructive feedback on 
assignments (McKown & Weinstein, 2008; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992; Wong, 2016). 
Furthermore, a problem of using teacher recommendations in track placements perhaps becomes 
evident when considering that lower-track students have lower teacher expectations. Here again, 
students are likely locked into their track status with little potential for upward mobility.  
 Classroom resources. Differences among track levels also exist in the quantity and 
quality of physical materials made available to students. Students in lower-level courses often 
have lower-quality textbook and less access to computers, laboratory materials, and other 
supplementary curriculum materials (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Goldhaber et al., 2015). Lack of 
access to computers and other educational technology is becoming increasingly problematic as 
new electronic instructional resources are developed and used to boost student achievement. 
Recent studies demonstrate that technology, implemented appropriately in the classroom, can 





help narrow achievement gaps (Darling-Hammond, Zielezinski, & Goldman, 2014; Herold, 
2016; Irving, 2006). It is a tremendous loss, then, that lower-track students who may potentially 
benefit the most from educational technologies tend to have the least access to such resources 
within their classrooms.   
Critical Race Theory Analysis of Tracked Schooling Experiences 
 The differences between standard- and advanced-track classrooms discussed above 
mirror nearly exactly the disparities common between majority-White and majority-Black 
schools. Schools with large populations of minority students are often under-resourced, filled 
with underqualified teachers (with high turnover), characterized by a culture of mistrust and 
discipline, and plagued by low academic achievement in terms of standardized exam scores and 
graduation rates (Boschma & Brownstein, 2016; Orfield & Lee, 2005).  This should come as no 
surprise given the history of the practice of tracking. Among school districts, school funding 
models have ensured that high-poverty communities – which more often than not also tend to be 
communities of people of color (Boschma & Brownstein, 2016) – remain home to struggling 
schools. They often lack the monetary resources to provide better learning opportunities for 
students or to attract and retain teachers to these schools of generally significant academic 
challenges (Rinke, 2011; Stover, 2017). The highest quality schools continue then to exist in the 
wealthiest and whitest neighborhoods, which in turn produce students who are the most educated 
and best prepared for higher education or careers.  
Forced school integration, however, begins to disrupt this balance, bringing children of 
diverse ethnicities and socioeconomic backgrounds into previously White elite enclaves. 
Tracking, then, analyzed through a CRT lens, maintains its Brown-era function of creating 





Black students, systematically placed into lower tracks, are denied the resources and privileges 
enjoyed by White students in apparently “good” schools. The segregation is executed with such 
precision that in many schools it is possible to discern the track level of a course based on the 
races of its students. In the words of one parent of a tracked high-school student, “You see kids 
entering the building through the same door. But the second door they enter is racially stratified” 
(Kohli, 2014). Tracking’s influences on lower-track minority students exceed strictly 
quantifiable academic outcomes, however.  Literature suggests that the systematic within-
school segregation produced by tracking has an important socializing effect on all students 
progressing through these stratified schools. In a social-psychological process referred to as 
“legitimation of inequality,” students recognize their placement within the social hierarchy 
established by the school’s tracks, and importantly, they understand the allegedly meritocratic 
process assigning track placements as indicative that their status is a result of individual rather 
than structural exchanges (Bowles & Gintis, 1977; Oakes, 2005). This legitimation can be 
understood as the establishment of a habitus, explained by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) as an 
unthinking acceptance of a practice or system of values. This acceptance, they explain, is 
necessary for the long-term survival of a cultural arbitrary, a term denoting the arbitrary nature 
of cultural practices imposed by peoples in positions of power (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970; 
Moore, 2004). In the case of tracking, power structures have established a practice of separating 
Black and White students, providing White students with superior resources and opportunities 
which ensure that White students will remain the only ones “qualified” to gain access to these 
resources, and conducting this process in a way presented as meritocratic, implying that the 





earned and deserve. In sum, it is a process in which “power valorizes culture and culture 
performs the service of disguising and legitimating power” (Moore, 2004, p. 448).   
An additional important racist achievement of racially stratified school tracking is the 
association of Whiteness with giftedness or the recognition of Whiteness as cultural capital 
granting privilege to educational opportunities and successes (T. C. Howard, 2010; Ladson-
Billings & Tate IV, 1995; Tyson, 2011). These associations, in addition to potentially 
engendering feelings that succeeding academically requires some level of alignment with White 
attitudes or behaviors, serves to penalize students whose personalities pose challenges to the 
reproduction of patterns in the dominant society. Consider, for a moment, Fordham & Ogbu’s 
(1986) infamous – and largely problematic – assertion that Black students disparage academic 
achievement and its traditionally related behaviors as “acting White.” There is, at best, 
inconclusive and scarce evidence that this “fear of acting White” actually contributes to 
academic achievement gaps (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; R. Fryer, 2006; R. Fryer & 
Torelli, 2005; Tyson, 2011; Tyson, Darity, & Castellino, 2005). Less ambiguous, however, are 
the schooling environments in which associations between whiteness and giftedness seem to 
thrive. In Tyson’s (2011) ethnographic review of tracking programs and their association with 
“fear of acting White,” she asserts that linking Whiteness with achievement is a direct result of 
racialized tracking. Indeed, her findings support this assertion, reporting that nearly all students 
who equated academic achievement with Whiteness or who reported hearing accusations of 
acting White attended schools in which racialized tracking was present, an important finding for 
this study’s upcoming discussion of the influences of tracking on the development of Black 





with whiteness is weaker or nonexistent at elementary grades, where distinct tracking practices 
are much less pervasive (Oakes, 2005; Tyson et al., 2005) 
To summarize, a CRT analysis of school tracking processes reveals that race is in fact 
pervasive in the purposes, methods, and outcomes of tracking. The practice was created as a way 
of ensuring White and minority students, forced by law and simple population figures to attend 
schools together, remain separated within schooling facilities. Since its inception, tracking has 
been maintained in a way that guarantees White students remain the primary, if not exclusive, 
benefactors of the best resources and opportunities schools have to offer. As explained by CRT 
scholars, Whiteness is property, and advanced classrooms and their privileges are among the 
resources offered primarily to those who maintain this property (Harris, 1993; J. Howard, 2018). 
Among the few Black students who are able to infiltrate advanced tracks, clear messages are 
conveyed that the way to remain on these tracks and to succeed academically is to ascribe to 
dominant norms and values – an imposed cultural arbitrary. Taken together, schools become 
very efficient factories of social reproduction. The students who succeed and ultimately gain 
positions to impose schooling processes and value systems are those who fit most neatly into the 
school and society’s existing normative structures.  
Black Identity  
 This section will provide an overview of Black identity theories and models to be used in 
this dissertation. Literature described in this section outlines processes of Black identity 
development as well as attitudes and behaviors associated with various Black identity profiles. In 
order, this section will first provide a detailed description of the seminal William Cross 
Nigrescence model, which is widely considered and cited as the first comprehensive Black 





attention will be paid to this model, as it is not only the seminal model of identity development, 
but it has also undergone revision and further study since its inception. This section will then 
describe another prominent model of Black identity development, developed by Jean Phinney, 
before finally shifting to a discussion of models of Black identity attitudes and behaviors. The 
literature discussed in this section will provide a framework for achieving one of the primary 
aims of this investigation, an analysis of student interview responses for an understanding of 
their reflections on their own Black identity, as these reflections may relate to student 
experiences in tracked schools.  
William Cross – Nigrescence  
If, as asserted, students who succeed academically in tracked schooling are those who 
best fit into white rules and norms, what does this mean for the attitudes and development of 
Black students who don’t succeed and for those who do? This section will review William 
Cross’s 2000 Nigrescence model of Black racial identity development (Vandiver et al., 2001). 
The 2000 model represents the second and latest revision to Cross’s original 1971 model, which 
is considered a seminal Black racial identity theory. The theory, validated and widely used in 
studies of Black identity in the decades since its inception (Helms & Parham, 1985; Parham & 
Helms, 1985; Phinney, 1990; Plummer, 1995; Vandiver et al., 2002, 2001) defines a stage model 
of identity development in which Black Americans progress from an initial pre-encounter stage 
to a final stage of internalization, at times regressing to earlier stages along the way.  The model 
has resulted in the development of two widely used identity measurement scales – the Cross 
Racial Identity Scale (CRIS; Vandiver et al., 2002) and the Racial Identity Attitude Scale - Black 
(RIAS-B; Helms & Parham, 1985) – which have demonstrated consistent construct validity 





revision of Cross’s original model. Both revisions to the original model have corresponded to 
new understandings of the Nigrescence stages and their corresponding identity characteristics, 
listed for all three iterations of the model in Table 1.  




Stage                                               Identity 
1971 original model 









1991 revised model 
Pre-encounter…………………... Assimilation 





                                                         Intense Black Involvement 
 
Internalization…………………...Black Nationalist                                                       
                                                         Biculturalist 
                                                         Multiculturalist 
 
2000 expanded model 
Pre-encounter................................Assimilation 
                                                        Miseducation 




                                                         Intense Black Involvement 
 
Internalization................................Black Nationalist 
                                                         Biculturalist 
                                                         Multiculturalist Racial 





 This section, therefore, will provide an overview of the four stages of Black identity 
development under Cross’s 2000 Nigrescence model in order to later engage in this study’s 
principal task of investigating how Black students experience these stages under school tracking 
systems.  
Stage 1: Pre-Encounter. The pre-encounter stage is the earliest of the Nigrescence 
process. It represents a life period in which the individual has not yet been personally confronted 
by a markedly racialized experience to challenge their beliefs, or lack of beliefs, about their race. 
Individuals at this stage hold attitudes about race that range from low race salience to race 
neutrality to anti-Blackness, and the internalization of these attitudes corresponds to identity 
characteristics recognized as assimilation, miseducation, or self-hatred (Cross, 1991; Vandiver et 
al., 2002). 
Assimilation attitudes of pre-encounter are characterized by the belief that blacks simply 
need to learn to fit in. Issues of racial discrimination exist because of Blacks’ own behaviors and 
supposed insistence on highlighting racial discrimination, and these issues could therefore be 
solved if Blacks simply work to underemphasize these racial differences and conform to societal 
norms. Assimilationist individuals “often see personal progress as a matter of free will, initiative, 
rugged individualism, and a personal motivation to achieve” (Cross, 1991, p. 191). The “race 
problem” could be solved, therefore, if Blacks were self-made and worked hard to overcome 
their poverty (while remaining deliberate not to overemphasize their distinct Blackness). There is 
overlap between these attitudes and those representing the miseducation identity patterns of the 
pre-encounter stage. Miseducation here refers to the tendency to adopt broader societal attitudes 
toward Black Americans. These Blacks begin to accept anti-Black stereotypes as fact and have 





and thus the capacity to be an advocate for...interests of Black people” (Cross, 1991, p. 193).  
They tend to display a more Eurocentric cultural perspective or even a European reference group 
orientation, indicating that they align themselves more with White Americans than Black 
Americans.  
Individuals demonstrating these assimilation and miseducation attitudes do not 
necessarily display lower self-esteem, however, despite potential beliefs that Blacks are an 
inferior group in society as a result of their own actions, because they may not closely align 
themselves with Blackness. They display low race salience, or do not feel that Blackness is an 
important part of their identity. They tend to affiliate more with non-racial orientations, such as 
religious or political groups and causes. This minimization of Black affiliation, however, may 
lead to a hyper-consciousness of accidentally presenting oneself as too Black, a fear termed 
“spotlight anxiety” (Cross, 1991). Although many pre-encounter blacks avoid internalizing very 
negative stereotypes, they remain conscious of the fact that White Americans do in fact often 
believe these stereotypes and may apply them indiscriminately. Spotlight anxiety, or race image 
anxiety, denotes a fear experienced by pre-encounter Blacks of their Blackness being in the 
spotlight or of other Blacks in their presence projecting a negative image of Blackness, thus 
highlighting their difference.  
The discussion of pre-encounter Blacks thus far has not fully included the third identity 
structure of the pre-encounter stage, anti-Blackness. Anti-Blacks, as the name implies, have fully 
internalized negative stereotypes of Blackness and have negative attitudes about themselves for 
being Black. They are, Cross explains, beyond spotlight anxiety. They “feel enslaved in a body 
and community they hate. They feel nothing but a sense of imposition, alienation, and inferiority; 





Black identity profile, included in early Nigrescence models simply as a severe iteration of 
miseducation and assimilation, was added as a distinct identity pattern as part of Cross’s 2000 
expanded Nigrescence model. The difference between anti-blackness and assimilation and/or 
miseducation lies in the level of internalization of stereotypes and the salience of race to one’s 
identity. Because anti-Blacks view themselves negatively as a result of their race, they often also 
rate themselves lower on self-esteem measures than do other pre-encounter Blacks. Simple 
miseducation alone is not necessarily considered a precursor to low self-esteem (Vandiver et al., 
2002, 2001).  
 Stage 2: Encounter. The encounter stage is generally the briefest of the Nigrescence 
stages but is a catalytic point in Black identity development. At this point, a racialized event (or 
multiple events) occurs and catches the pre-encounter individual off guard. It is an experience 
that challenges what they believed they knew about their race and their ability to navigate life in 
America as a Black person. The encounter stage entails two processes – experiencing the 
encounter and personalizing it. Aside from the event itself actually taking place, the person 
experiencing it must recognize it as having occurred with Blackness as a critical factor, generally 
at the fault of Whites. If a racial encounter occurs, but the individual does not attribute it to 
issues of race, his or her attitudes or worldviews may go unchanged. Those who do personalize 
the encounter, however, find themselves thrown into a new search for meaning and 
understanding about racism in America and their role in it. Cross (1991) explains:  
 “Having worked so hard to be the ‘right kind of Negro,’ racist encounters can shatter a 
Pre-Encounter person’s conception of himself or herself and his or her understanding of 
the state of Black America” (p. 199). 
“Inner-directed guilt, rage at white people, and an anxiety about becoming the right kind 
of Black person combine to form a psychic energy that flings the person into a frantic, 






 Stage 3: Immersion-Emersion. Stage 3 is described as “the most sensational aspect of 
Black identity development” (Cross, 1991, p. 201). In this stage, the Black individual, newly 
recovering from an encounter that jarred their perhaps long-held beliefs about Blackness, 
confronts their guilt about previously held negative perceptions as well as their anger for the way 
Whites have betrayed their ideals. The resulting immersion phase is characterized by “dramatic 
displays of the new black image” (p. 202), followed by emersion, a cooling-off period in which 
an identity with a less intense fixation with Blackness begins to develop.  
 During immersion, the individual is immersed in displays of Blackness and passionate 
anti-Whiteness. They are caught up in a “sea of blackness,” in which their forms of dress and 
speech, choices of friends and hobbies, intellectual goals and interests, and targeted enemies are 
motivated by their desire to prove themselves to be highly Afrocentric, a devoted member and 
friend of the Black community. They are proponents of all things Black and enemies of Whites 
and of practices and values closely associated with Whiteness. Importantly, this phase involves 
proving their Blackness to others as well as to themselves. There is an element of performance 
involved in immersion. This performance involves not only appearing quintessentially Black by 
style of walk, talk, and dress, but also often by confronting and antagonizing other Blacks who 
inadequately perform their Blackness. These Blacks often represent what the newly immersed 
individual used to be and from which they are frantically trying to prove they have emerged. 
This “Blacker-than-thou syndrome” (p. 204) involves openly criticizing other Blacks for more 
apparently Eurocentric hobbies, mannerisms, styles of communication, group affinities, and the 
like. Whites and Whiteness are antagonizing entities, as are any Blacks who appear to align 
themselves with – or inadequately deliberately distance themselves from – such oppressive 





 After spending an indeterminate amount of time in this immersion phase, the individual 
progresses to emersion, representing “an emergence from the emotionality and dead-end, 
either/or, racist, and oversimplified ideologies of the immersion experience” (207). At this point, 
Cross explains, the individual has regained control of her emotions as the passionate fear or 
anger of the encounter have subsided. They have perhaps recognized that certain Black role 
models operate from a more developed racial understanding and a more moderate expression of 
their Black identity. The emerging individual recognizes that their immersed ideas of Blackness 
were romanticized and not sufficiently complex, and they begin to seek a more serious and 
sustainable commitment to Black issues. Importantly, though, Cross notes that not all Blacks 
progress smoothly from immersion to emersion and ultimately to the fourth and final stage. 
These individuals instead will fixate at immersion, regress to pre-encounter attitudes, or drop out 
of discussions of race relations altogether.  
For some individuals, intense and/or frequent negative encounters with racists lead to a 
fixation at the immersion phase. These individuals cling to Blackness and a severe animosity 
toward Whiteness as a result of ongoing experiences with discrimination. Cross even points to 
America’s “recent” (as of 1991) apparent increase in displays of racism as an important trigger 
for such fixation, stating, “America’s recent swing to the radical right has provided fertile 
psychological soil for reactionary Black identities, ideologies, and organizations” (p. 209). 
Alternatively, some Blacks, who long felt comfortable in and familiar with their pre-encounter 
identities, are unable to successfully transition into the hyper-Black culture of immersion. They 
may come to feel rejected by other Blacks or unaware of how to best conform, and this at times 
leads to regression to their Pre-Encounter state. This regression is “almost reactionary in 





group of Blacks, having experienced the passion and urgency of immersion, simply become 
exhausted by it all and come to view issues of racism and discrimination in America as inevitable 
and insurmountable. As a result, they “drop out” of discussions of Black issues and their role in 
Black advancement, never progressing successfully to the healthier commitment to Blackness 
experienced in Emersion or in Stage 4.  
 Stage 4: Internalization. The final stage of Nigrescence represents a “settled” Black 
identity. The individual gives high salience to Blackness and has an emotionally moderate 
understanding of what it means to be a Black American. This individual understands that racism, 
discrimination, and negative stereotypes are part of Blackness in America, but they have matured 
through their own experiences and have gained knowledge to appropriately anticipate and 
navigate racialized encounters. The internalized identity has three essential functions:  
“1. To defend and protect the person from psychological insults that have to do with 
living in a racist society. 
2. To provide a sense of belonging and social anchorage. 
3. To provide a point of departure for interactions with people outside the world of 
Blackness” (Cross, 1991, p. 210).  
 
The Black American with an internalized identity is not only aware that racism is a part 
of American life, but also recognizes that their encounters with racism can be blamed on 
structural issues rather than their own individual flaws. Racist experiences are no longer 
paralyzing or catalyzing experiences or moments in which the individual’s very identity and self-
worth are questioned. Furthermore, Black identity at this point becomes a personal matter, no 
longer needing to be performed and proven to anyone else. At this point, the individual may 





Finally, within this internalized identity, Cross (2001) distinguishes among four reference 
group orientations –  Black National, Bicultural, Multiculturalist Racial, and Multiculturalist 
Inclusive. These correspond primarily with the groups with whom the individual chooses to align 
themselves to build coalitions and advance Black interests. The Black National views their 
Blackness as the foremost component of their identity and chooses to align only with other 
Blacks, feeling that this in-group alone has the necessary understanding and personal drive to 
improve Black standing. The Bicultural individual views themselves as capable of using their 
Black identity and their American identity to build bonds with both groups. The Multiculturalist 
engages not only with their Black identity, but may choose also to align with groups representing 
other, non-racial identities, such as those sharing religion, sexual orientation, or otherwise. 
Multiculturalist Inclusive, meanwhile, engages with these myriad identities including members 
of other races, while an individual of Multiculturalist Racial identity may choose to engage 
members of shared non-racial identities but only among other Black Americans (Vandiver et al., 
2001). 
Jean Phinney – Adolescent Ethnic Identity Development 
 Following the development of the Nigrescence model, Jean Phinney (1989, 1992) 
proposed a three-stage model of ethnic identity development. Similar to the Cross model, 
Phinney’s model provides a proposed stage pattern of development in which Black individuals 
move from a relatively immature and unsophisticated understanding of Blackness, to a secure 
and more mature understanding. This model, however, differs from Cross in its focus specifically 
on adolescence.  Phinney’s model, based on Erickson’s (1968) theory of ego identity 
development and Marcia’s (1980) operationalization of this theory, posits that identity 





achieved identity, which remains relatively stable through adulthood. Before reaching an 
achieved identity, though, adolescents first progress through a diffused/foreclosed stage and a 
stage of moratorium.  
 Stage 1: Diffused/Foreclosed. The first stage of adolescent racial identity development 
according to Phinney’s model is characterized by little thoughtful consideration of issues of their 
racial identity. Diffused adolescents are said to have little to no understanding of the meaning of 
their race in their lives and may not have been confronted with experiences to necessitate racial 
considerations. Foreclosed identities, meanwhile, indicate that adolescents do have some concept 
of the meaning of race in their lives, but their racial identities have largely been shaped by 
messages received from family members or others. They have internalized what they have been 
taught about their race and its meaning in their lives, but they have done little of their own 
critical exploration of their racial identity. Phinney explains that these individuals may have 
positive or negative views toward their ethnic group, depending on the attitudes to which they’ve 
been exposed.  
 Stage 2: Moratorium. Adolescents who have begun exploring and actively seeking to 
understand the meaning of race are said to be in moratorium. This stage is “accompanied by 
some confusion about the meaning of one’s own ethnicity” (Phinney, 1989, p. 38). In seeking to 
resolve this confusion, adolescents at this stage tend to immerse themselves in considerations of 
race by discussing race with peers, seeking information on issues affecting members of their 
race, or similar processes. While similar to Cross’s immersion-emersion stage in its committed 
exploration of Blackness, Phinney does not necessarily include passionate anti-Whiteness as a 





 Stage 3: Achieved. After having completed a process of identity exploration and arriving 
at a secure resolution, adolescents are said to have an achieved identity. At this stage, adolescents 
have largely finished their immersive exploration of the meaning of their race, and they have 
accepted and are comfortable with their identities as minority-group Americans. In short, 
adolescents at this stage display “evidence of exploration, accompanied by a clear, secure 
understanding of one’s own ethnicity” (Phinney, 1989, p. 38). 
Robert Sellers – Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity.  
Beyond providing a template for the development of racial identity across time, scholars 
also propose models of the dimensions or characteristics of certain profiles of Black identity. 
That is, instead of attempting to describe the process by which Black Americans come to reach a 
final identity stage, some scholars propose models which aim to describe characteristics common 
of Black individuals’ identities at a specific point in time or within a specific stage.  Sellers et al. 
(1998) propose one such model, their Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI).  
Underlying the MMRI are three assumptions. The first assumption maintains that there 
are both (relatively) stable and situational components of racial identity. Particular contexts and 
short-term experiences may engender variations in manifestations of situational racial identity. 
Stable components of identity, meanwhile, such as perhaps the importance of one’s race in their 
life, may influence situational responses and behaviors. The authors do explain, however, that 
significant life experiences such as the encounters described by Cross (Cross, 1991; Vandiver et 
al., 2001) may, over time, shift the relatively stable components of identity.  The second 
assumption of the MMRI is that individuals possess many identities that are hierarchically 
ordered. Gender, sexual orientation, and religion, for example, may make up an individual’s 





assumption of this model is that individuals’ perceptions of their own racial identity is the most 
valid indicator of their racial identity. How the individual reports viewing him or herself as a 
Black person is the most significant indicator of their true Black identity. Operating under these 
assumptions, the MMRI begins to describe characteristics of Black identity at specific life points. 
As explained, this model does not attempt to provide a developmental framework for identity. 
Instead, “the MMRI provides a rubric from which to describe the significance and meaning of 
race at various points along the developmental trajectory” (Sellers et al. , 1998, p. 24). With this 
aim, the MMRI proposes four dimensions of racial identity to describe the meaning and 
significance of race in individuals’ lives. These dimensions are race salience, racial centrality, 
racial regard, and racial ideology.  
Race salience. Race salience describes the importance of race to an individual’s self-
concept at a particular point in time. Race salience is highly context-specific; an individual’s race 
may be particularly important to them in one environment and significantly less important in 
another. While there are some situations in which the authors suggest race would be salient for 
nearly all Black Americans – a Ku Klux Klan meeting, for example – the salience of race in 
relatively innocuous situations varies based in part on the nature of the environment and on more 
stable components of the individual’s identity.  
Racial centrality. Racial centrality describes the extent to which individuals’ race is an 
important part of their self-concept. Unlike race salience, centrality is consistent, not context-
specific. An individual with high racial centrality may rank their race particularly high in the 
aforementioned hierarchical order of identities. Considerations of their race may be generally 





centrality and salience together describe the importance of race in an individual’s daily life and 
interactions.  
Racial regard. Racial regard describes the positive or negative attitudes individuals hold 
toward members of their race. These attitudes exist apart from race salience and centrality; it is 
indeed possible to hold racial identification as a central component of one’s identity and 
simultaneously view Black Americans (and oneself) negatively. Importantly, racial regard is 
made up of private and public components. While private regard describes the feelings 
individuals hold about members of their race, public regard describes the individual’s perception 
of how their race is viewed by the broader society.  
Racial ideology. Racial ideology, the final dimension of racial identity according to the 
MMRI model, represents individuals’ beliefs about how they and other members of their race 
should act and interact with others. The model organizes these beliefs into four ideological 
philosophies: a nationalist philosophy, an oppressed minority philosophy, an assimilationist 
philosophy, and a humanist philosophy. Black individuals maintaining a nationalist philosophy 
emphasize the uniqueness of the Black experience. Black Americans should strive to interact 
primarily with other Black Americans across social, political, and economic domains, as only 
same-racial-group individuals can truly understand the Black interests and work for the group’s 
advancement. An oppressed minority ideology emphasizes similarities with other oppressed 
groups within the United States. These groups may include only other racial minority groups or 
may be more general, incorporating non-racial groups historically discriminated against, such as 
women, religious minorities, and members of the LGBTQ+ community. An assimilationist 
ideology, meanwhile, highlights the similarities between Black Americans and all Americans. 





broader American population. The assimilationist suggests that efforts for progress or social 
change occur within existing American structures and with the help of diverse groups. Finally, 
the humanist ideology emphasizes Black American similarities with all humans globally, and 
focuses efforts for progress on issues facing all human beings. Issues of racial or other minority-
group oppression are often addressed only after issues facing all humans, such as environmental 
concerns, hunger, and world peace.  
Vetta Sanders-Thompson – Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity 
 Similar to the Sellers MMRI, Vetta Sanders-Thompson (Sanders-Thompson, 1995) also 
proposes a model to describe characteristics of Black identity at particular life points, differing 
only in the dimensions of Black identity attitudes and behaviors represented in the model. 
Sanders-Thompson’s model highlights physical, cultural, sociopolitical, and psychological 
dimensions of racial identity. The physical dimension refers to individuals’ acceptance of and 
affinity for Black physical attributes. These may include bodily physical characteristics – such as 
hairstyles and texture, facial features, or body shape – or styles of dress. The cultural dimension 
describes Black individuals’ familiarity with and concern for Black social and cultural traditions, 
including art, literature, and methods of communication. The sociopolitical dimension describes 
the individuals’ awareness of and commitment to social, political, and economic issues 
influencing Black Americans. Finally, the psychological dimension refers to the Black 
individual’s pride in being a Black American and their affinity to Black Americans as a group. 
One might expect commitment to and affinity for these dimensions to be highest at development 
stages immediately following an encounter, while recognition of these dimensions as unique to 







 This literature review provided an overview of the history and current state of school 
tracking processes; a review of these processes under a Critical Race Theory lens; and a 
description of prominent models of Black identity development and characteristics. School 
tracking is a process originally designed with the deliberate aim of separating minority children, 
deemed deficient and incapable, from their White peers. Although this function is perhaps less 
explicit today, CRT combined with an understanding of the role of schooling in social 
reproduction necessitates an understanding of ways that tracking processes systematically 
disadvantage Black students. Indeed, through the knowledge it emphasizes, its methods of 
selection for advanced courses, and the disparate experiences of students within versus outside of 
these courses, tracking creates for a select few Black students an educational environment vastly 
different than that experienced by the larger numbers of Black students deemed good enough 
only for “standard” or even “remedial” coursework.  
 Black identity models described in this chapter provide knowledge to suggest Black 
identities are likely influenced by these disparate experiences. As students recognize unequal 
treatment by the generally White entities making decisions for their educational experiences, 
they may come to react and form attitudes regarding Blackness and Whiteness as a result of this 
treatment. The worlds created for Black students as a result of school tracking, and the 
interactions students have (or lack) within these worlds, almost certainly influence student 
perceptions of themselves and others.  
Among standard-track students, racial identity theory may indicate that students will 
remain at early to middle stages of identity development. It is probable that many standard-track 





as a result of their race. As explained by Cross (1991), in order for a racialized experience to 
serve as an encounter, the individual must recognize the experience as a result of their race. 
Therefore, only those standard-track students who recognize their standard-track treatment as 
related to their race will have moved into an immersion-emersion or moratorium stage. These 
students may likely remain in this stage, unable to graduate from this point as a consequence of 
daily encounters. As Cross (1991) describes, repeated encounters may lead to fixation at 
immersion. In other words, students who recognize their standard-track treatment as a potential 
consequence of their race are confronted daily with these reminders of their racialized treatment 
as they continue to participate in standard-track courses. As such, they may remain immersed as 
they continue to battle daily encounters.  
Advanced-track students, meanwhile, who have benefitted from tracked schooling 
experiences, will likely retain immature notions of the role of race and racism in their schooling 
experiences. As literature discussed in this chapter suggests, advanced-track Black students are 
afforded certain privileges not shared by Black students on lower tracks. Their interest in 
maintaining, and believing they have earned, these privileges, will likely produce attitudes of 
assimilation and belief in meritocracy. Students existing between advanced and standard tracks, 
who consistently experience both advanced-track and standard-track education, will likely show 
the most developed Black racial identities. These students will have benefited from exposure to 
the privileges of advanced-track education and “gifted” status alongside their firsthand 
understanding of the lack of privileges shared by standard-track students.  
In short, literature suggests students in tracked schools are exposed to different worlds 
upon entering school doors. It is the goal of this study, therefore, to understand if and how 








CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
This study seeks to understand how tracked schooling experiences are related to the racial 
identity development of Black students. This function of tracking is not sufficiently evaluated in 
existing literature on school tracking, but it is important to study thoroughly, as the development 
of healthy Black identities is important not only for positive schooling outcomes, but also for 
general health and well-being. To address this research aim, this study seeks answers to the 
following central research questions:  
1. How do Black high school students with experiences in  
tracked public schooling describe their identities as Black Americans?  
2. How may their experiences inform and/or be informed by existing theory of Black 
identity development and constructs?  
 This dissertation applies a generic qualitative approach in order to seek answers to the 
aforementioned research questions. This chapter further elaborates this research approach and 
other methodological strategies in the following sections: rationale for qualitative research, 
description of the research cases, overview of the research design, ethical considerations, and 
limitations of the study.  
Rationale for Generic Qualitative Methodology 
 A “generic qualitative approach—also called basic qualitative or simply interpretive…” 
(Kahlke, 2014, p. 39) has been chosen as the method of inquiry for this dissertation, as 





Quantitative approaches, valuable for snapshots of the way things are, lack a level of human 
interaction and deep engagement endemic to qualitative studies, which aids in understanding 
how and why experiences exist in the way they do. Stated differently, qualitative research 
emphasizes the meaning individuals ascribe to lived experiences, rather than the simple fact 
alone that the experiences have occurred. A final qualitative report “includes the voices of 
participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the 
problem, and its contribution to the literature or a call” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 44). A generic 
qualitative approach in particular is most appropriate for the current study, as it is the principal 
aim of generic qualitative studies to understand how individuals make meaning of their lived 
experiences (Kahlke, 2014; Merriam, 2002). Indeed, the present investigation seeks to 
understand how Black students make and apply meaning of their race and tracked schooling 
experiences. The simple existence of certain conditions of tracked schooling, described in detail 
in Chapter 2, is thoroughly documented by quantitative (and some qualitative) evaluations. And 
more importantly, quantitative methods alone are insufficient to develop an understanding of the 
processes by which students’ lived realities of their tracked schooling experiences tracked 
students influence their racial identity development.  
 As with any methodological approach, certain critiques of generic qualitative 
methodology have arisen in existing literature. Some scholars argue, for example, that generic 
qualitative methodology is “atheoretical,” lacking the substantive theoretical founding and 
traditions of other singular methodologies (Atkinson & Delamont, 2006; Kahlke, 2014). Others 
contend that generic qualitative studies lack the rigor of projects approached by methodologies 
more thoroughly established and rule-laden in literature (Atkinson & Delamont, 2006; Hunt, 





familiar with and incorporate components of existing methodologies in order to decide upon a 
generic approach best framed for a particular study. I understand these critiques and have 
decided upon the generic qualitative approach despite its potential drawbacks, as its lack of 
theoretical restrictions allows for a robust discussion with participants in regard to their identities 
and schooling experiences. It absconds a singular notion of a “correct” methodology or a specific 
proper way to engage with this group of minority adolescents, instead incorporating knowledge 
and components of a range of qualitative methodologies – such as case study methodology 
(Flyvbjerg, 2011; A. Stewart, 2014), grounded theory (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Starks & 
Brown Trinidad, 2007), and phenomenology (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994) – to 
design a generic approach best suited for addressing the presented research questions.  
The Research Cases 
Student participants in this study attend schools within two Southeastern school district, 
hereby referred to as Cantwell County Schools (CCS) and Waterview County Schools (WCS)1. 
The districts & the towns in which they reside feature higher rates of education, higher median 
income, and are more liberal than state averages (“2016 North Carolina Presidential Election 
Results,” 2016; “Voter Registration Statistics,” 2016). These counties are also majority White, 
with Black citizens being the largest racial minority group, with 25% or lower Black populations 
(Source redacted2). 
A student recruitment procedure was used to obtain the most appropriate number cases to 
address this study’s research aims. All cases were Black students in order to ensure insider 









students from grades 11 and 12). A table of participant pseudonyms, genders, tracks, grade 
levels, and involvement in race-based extracurricular activities, an important factor uncovered in 
interviews may be found in Appendix B. Case recruitment guidelines in qualitative research 
emphasize achieving data saturation among participants, distinct from a common quantitative 
aim of determining a specific sample size to achieve statistically significant findings (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). An estimate of twenty cases was an appropriate minimum participant count 
likely to achieve saturation, in consideration of the research questions and of guidance from 
existing methodological literature. All students were selected from schools that track students 
according to usual high-school patterns characterized by physically separated instruction for 
most or all courses.  
All students were enrolled in schools deemed eligible not only by the aforementioned 
grouping criteria, but also by demographic characteristics. Eligible schools were those with no 
more than 40% of the student body composed of African-American students and at least 40% of 
the student body composed of White students. These demographic criteria were established in 
part to reflect typical demographics of tracked schools and also in regard for the knowledge that 
the most frequently documented structural trends among tracked schools occur largely in schools 
with substantial populations of White students (Oakes, 2005; Tyson, 2011; Tyson et al., 2005).  
Overview of the Research Design 
The current section provides a succinct list of steps in the process of conducting this 
research project. Following this list are individual sections describing each step in greater detail. 
1. I conducted a thorough literature review to gain an understanding of the phenomenon 
of interest and to understand areas in need of further investigation. This literature 





framework and methodological approaches by which to investigate the topic of 
interest.  
2. Following the literature review, I used the gathered knowledge to submit an IRB 
application and obtain approval for interviews with student participants.  
3. To recruit eligible participants, I contacted parents and legal guardians of students 
within the school district to be examined. Parents were contacted via social media, 
emails, and in person.  
4. After obtaining parental and participant consent from interested participant families, I 
conduct in-person or videochat interviews with 20 students in grades eleven and 
twelve.  
5. I transcribed, or hired a transcription service, and coded interviews for qualitative 
analysis and final reporting.  
6. A member-checking process involved providing participants the option to review 
transcripts of their interview in order to add to or clarify statements made. 
Participants were also given the option to read the final study document. 
Literature Selection Process 
To begin this dissertation, I conducted a thorough review of existing literature in order to 
develop a clear understanding of school tracking processes and outcomes, along with racial 
identity constructs. Using online journal databases, I first sought scholarly sources as a primary 
resource for understanding history and theory encompassing school tracking, as well as theories 
of Black identity development. Additionally, non-academic texts from reputable sources (i.e. The 
New York Times, Department of Public Instruction annual reports) were referenced for 





elucidated areas in need of further research and helped shape the research questions addressed in 
this project. This review also involved an review of qualitative methods in order to select the 
one(s) best suited to answer the established research questions.  
IRB Approval 
 I submitted an application to my sponsoring university’s Institutional Review Board in 
order to obtain approval to interview human subjects. Approval was obtained June 25, 2018, 
prior to contacting potential cases or their parents/guardians.  
Recruitment 
 To begin student recruitment, I sent emails to parents and posted informational messages 
on social media, advertising the opportunity to participate in this project. Emails were sent to 
parents via email groups from local school Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs), Parent Teacher 
Student Associations (PTSAs), band booster organizations, athletic booster organizations, and 
various community organizations. Recruitment messages provided a link to an initial survey to 
determine participant eligibility. With permission from the school district, principals, and 
teachers, I also gave brief presentations to high school classrooms and meetings of extra-
curricular activities in order to recruit for the project. Student eligibility requirements are further 
articulated in the “Research Cases” description included earlier in this chapter. In order to 
participate in the project’s interview procedure, cases (or their parents) had to indicate their 
eligibility by meeting the following conditions according to their survey responses:  
• The student is an African-American student in grade eleven or twelve. 
• The student attends an eligible school, as established by the aforementioned tracking 





I contacted eligible students or their consenting parents/guardians via phone or email, 
according to a preference indicated in their survey responses, in order to schedule one-on-one 
interviews.  
Interviews 
 I conducted semi-structured interviews with all participants. Interview questions may be 
found in Appendix A. The research questions along with existing measures of Black identity 
were used as guides to develop the interview questions. Items from the Cross Racial Identity 
Scale (Vandiver et al., 2002), the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992), and the 
Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 
1997), used to measure the Cross, Phinney, and Sellers et al. racial identity models, respectively, 
were included, with some modifications, in the interview questionnaire.  As such, the purpose of 
these interviews was to understand students’ attitudes toward schooling and themselves as Black 
American students. Follow-up and probing questions were added when appropriate.  
Review of School and District Data 
Interview responses were triangulated by including not only interview analyses, but also 
a review of program, school, district, and state-level data and information describing tracking 
methods, graduation rates, program structures, and other information to provide a textural 
description of students’ schooling experiences. The purpose of this review of school and district 
data was to gain a clearer picture of the schooling contexts in which students’ reported 
experiences have occurred, and also to verify textural participant responses. 
Data Analysis  
 I utilized a process of data analysis typical of qualitative evaluations in order to begin to 





first reviewed the transcriptions and highlighted significant student statements in an open coding 
process. Significant statements were those that began to address the research questions or 
introduced an unexpected and noteworthy theme. These significant statements were reviewed in 
order to detect “clusters of meaning” (Moustakas, 1994), note interview themes and place them 
into certain conceptual categories. Initial attention was paid to responses relating to the broad 
themes of attitudes toward schooling, perceptions of self, perceptions of/attitudes toward 
Blackness. The open coding process yielded 24 codes. After this initial review and coding of 
transcripts, these transcripts were revisited in a process more closely resembling axial coding 
(Creswell, 2007) in order to review the established concept and categories and relate them in 
broader themes. This process reduced the 24 open codes to nine axial codes, which were 
evaluated across student subgroups (grouped by standard, honors, and advanced tracks). This 
process was repeated until saturation was achieved, and codes were sufficient to address the 
research questions.  
 Once coding was complete and themes were discerned, I reviewed all transcripts and 
themes. The purpose of this review was to understand how participants, within and across 
student subgroups, described their schooling experiences and racial identities, and how these 
descriptions reflected the previously described Black racial identity models.   
Ethical Considerations 
 I placed as a top priority the safety, anonymity, and comfort of participating students. The 
IRB review process was a first step in the assurance that participants were not harmed at any 
point in the study’s procedures. I do recognize, however, that I may have been viewed as an 
authority figure, inclining participants to feel compelled to participate and answer all interview 





with interview questions with which they may not have felt comfortable. Additionally, I 
recognize that asking students their perspectives on racism and social inequality, sensitive issues 
particularly for minority teens, may have caused distress or discomfort among participating 
students.  
To address these concerns, I informed all students and consenting parents that they could 
refuse to answer any interview question, and I would skip the question without further insistence. 
The students were also informed that they would still be paid the full $10 incentive for attending 
the interview session, even if not all questions are answered. Finally, I informed participating 
students and consenting parents that they were allowed withdraw or remove their child from the 
study at any time and could elect receive no further contact from me. All efforts were taken to 
ensure that it was clear to students and consenting adults that all study procedures were voluntary 
and that there were no consequences for withdrawal. These students were made aware that they 
may contact me at any time with questions, concerns, or to learn more about the study’s findings 
once the project was completed. In a process of member-checking, all participating students were 
also made aware upon completing their interview that they could review their interview 















CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 I completed one individual interview each with twenty student cases. Cases were 13 
female and seven male Black students in grades eleven and twelve in two local school districts 
(see Chapter 3: The Research Cases for district demographic information). Student interviews 
corroborated school and district-level data regarding course structure and availability. While 
honors courses in core subjects (math, English, history, and science) and electives were offered 
at participants’ schools throughout their high school education, AP course offerings in core 
required subjects (math, science, English, history) were available only in grades 11 and 12. 
Furthermore, within the participating schools, honors- and standard-track students were mixed 
for some core classes. These students shared one classroom for these mixed classes, but honors-
track students were given more rigorous assignments, such as longer page requirements and 
different research questions for essay assignments. Based on student responses, I categorized the 
interviewed students as advanced-, honors-, or standard-track, and these categorizations are used 
for the sole purpose of identifying students for the remainder of this dissertation. Advanced-track 
students were those who participated in AP classes for at least half of their core courses. One 
student who participated in AP courses and college-level courses through a dual-enrollment 
program was also categorized as advanced. Honors-track students were those who participated in 
honors, but not AP, core courses for at least half of their course options. Standard-track students 
were those who participated in neither honors nor AP courses for at least half of their core course 





were categorized as honors-track (five female, two male); and six were categorized as standard-
track (three female, three male). All interviews were transcribed for coding and thematic 
analysis.  
 The present chapter will reflect upon themes discerned from student interviews, to be 
followed in Chapter 5 by a discussion of the meanings of these themes as they related students’ 
tracked schooling experiences. The themes discussed in this chapter address broadly, with sub-
categories where appropriate, student reflections on basic schooling experiences; attitudes on 
social issues and stereotypes affecting Black Americans; perspectives on the role of race in their 
personal lives and interactions; and reflections on Black identity.  
Reflections on Schooling Experiences 
 Early interview questions aimed to elicit, from students, information regarding the basic 
structure of their schooling, and their attitudes toward their schooling experiences. In these 
responses, students reported their standard, honors, or advanced course involvement, along with 
general attitudes toward schooling and their teachers, and any involvement in extracurricular 
activities. Responses regarding students’ interpretations of the role of race in their schooling 
experiences are discussed later in this chapter.  
General Attitudes Toward Schooling 
Nearly all students reported generally positive attitudes toward schooling. When asked 
simply if they liked school, eighteen of the twenty interviewed students responded affirmatively 
or with mixed reactions (ex: “yes and no”). Among the two students (one standard-track male, 
one advanced-track male) who reported general dislike of school, both indicated elements of 
their schooling experiences they did enjoy – namely, opportunities to interact with peers or 





tended to involve enjoyment of learning, feeling of accomplishment and preparation for the 
future, participation in school activities, and opportunities to meet and engage with peers, and 
similar responses were offered across student groups. However, while students across groups 
reported enjoying social aspects of schooling, standard-track students were the most likely to 
offer purely social rather than academic reasons for their positive schooling attitudes.  
Sample responses (question: “Do you like school? Why or why not?”):  
“I do like school because I think I have a good relationship with all my teachers, and it’s 
just always been something that I prioritize – grades and education. I think education’s 
the most important part for what I want my life to be.” – Jacob3, advanced-track 
 “Yes I do and also not really. No, ‘cause I’m very sleep deprived. I don’t get enough 
sleep, and also ‘cause a lot of the stuff we’re learning I feel like we won’t really use 
it...and it also depends on the topic I’m learning about. Cause I like my AP psychology 
class. [It is] a lot of work, but it’s actually an interesting class. So I like to go to that class, 
but going to English and math not so much.” – Michelle, honors-track  
“That’s a hard question. I mean yes because it puts you in the social setting for you to 
make connections personally but in the other sense of you learning the essential things 
you need then no.” – Alan, standard-track  
 
Although the role of race in schooling experience became more salient for students 
through the course of the interview, no student explicitly discussed race in response to this initial 
schooling question.  
General Attitudes Toward Teachers 
 The interviewed students reported generally liking or getting along with their teachers. 
Advanced-track students, however, somewhat more frequently reported valuing all of their 
teachers and recognizing them as a generally important influence in their lives, while honors-







supportive, along with others who were not. Standard-track students, meanwhile, were the only 
to occasionally reference generally disliking their teachers. Still, most standard-track students 
reported generally positive attitudes toward their teachers, although their relationships were 
maintained on a much more functional, practical, and impersonal basis. The following quotes 
help demonstrate these attitudes:  
“I really, truly believe that the teachers at my school are actively trying to help and stuff 
like that. I don't think there's too many teachers at our school that don't like their job or 
are there because that's the only thing that they can do and stuff like that.” – Jacob, 
advanced-track  
“The older teachers, it's kind of like difficult because they're a whole different type of 
generation, so they're not going, you know, try to stand around (and listen to students), 
because that's a whole type of generation on how they were grew up to learning and 
everything like that in their school. So I like how we have young teachers to understand 
our problems and help us keep going through them.” – Olivia, honors-track  
“I get along with most of my teachers. I wouldn’t say I personally like them, but only 
because if I were to look at a person like if I had never met any of my teachers, and they 
were just common strangers in the street, I don’t have anything to add to their life, and 
they don’t have anything to add to mine.” – Alan, standard-track  
 
Although students across groups in these cases reported generally positive attitudes toward 
teachers, advanced-track students noted feeling that their positive relationships with teachers were 
at least moderately attributable to their exceptional performance and behavior, making them stand 
out from Black peers treated less positively. Further discussion of these sentiments will be 
presented later in this chapter.  
Extracurricular Involvement  
Important to students’ schooling experiences and later interview responses was their 
involvement in extracurricular activities. Students reported involvement in sports, performance-
based academic honor societies, service organizations, and mentorship programs both attached 





such organizations as National Honor Society, Math Honor Society, and Science Honor Society. 
These groups tend, as reported by participants and corroborated by school and national level 
documentation (e.g., “About,” 2018),  to require a minimum overall or subject-specific GPA for 
membership, sometimes accompanied by a community service requirement (ex: six hours of 
volunteer work per semester). Other organizations reported by participants, including Jack and 
Jill of America and Ladies of Distinction, centered community service and personal development 
but required no minimum GPA for inclusion. Common, particularly among honors- and 
advanced-track students were also programs intended to mentor students and prepare them for 
college or other productive post-graduation plans. Most frequently among these programs, 
students participated in the Blue Star Advocacy (BSA)4 program, the Minority Student 
Achievement Network (MSAN) and Youth Leadership Institute (YLI). These programs provide 
academic assistance, tutoring programs, regular meetings, and general life mentorship to racial 
minority students throughout elementary, middle, and high school.  Students identified as “at 
risk” are generally recruited for these programs in elementary or middle school and continue 
their participation through high school.  
 Important for this investigation was the role of race in the recruitment and functioning of 
these programs. As explained, BSA, for example, was designed to support students of color. As 
part of this program’s functioning, meetings often involve discussions of issues regarding the 
role of race in academics, such as how to handle microaggressive behavior perpetrated by 
teachers or the feeling of being racially isolated in honors or AP classes. Meanwhile, programs 
like MSAN educate students on schooling and general structural issues related to racism, such as 
																																																						
4 “Blue Star Advocacy” Program is a pseudonym used to disguise the name of a local program 






the school-to-prison pipeline or the mass incarceration of Black Americans of all ages. Other 
race-based extracurricular activities, such as Jack and Jill of America, centered volunteer 
opportunities to engage with and support Black Americans in the community through networking 
events and service projects.  
 Honors- and advanced-track students were more likely than standard-track students to 
participate in all extracurricular activities, with the exception of school sports. Advance-track 
students most frequently reported involvement in performance-based academic honor societies 
relative to other students and to other extracurricular activities. Honors-track students 
participated in school sports at rates similar to those of standard-track students, but honors-track 
students were the most likely among student groups to participate in race-based school programs. 
This is likely a result of recruitment efforts of programs like BSA, which target students who are 
deemed “at risk” but who demonstrate significant academic potential. Students who participated 
in BSA were also more likely to participate in MSAN and YLI. This follows logically, as BSA 
advertises and encourages involvement in MSAN and YLI. Among all 20 participants, students 
identified as honors-track were more likely than either standard- or advanced-track students to 
participate in race-based extracurricular programs. Six of the seven interviewed honors-track 
students participated in these programs, compared to four of seven advanced-track students, and 
only one of six standard-track students.   
 According to these students, race-based extracurricular activities provided an important 
opportunity for learning about and discussing issues of race and racism, even when these 
discussions were not present in their classes:  
“And so for the [MSAN presentation on] classrooms of color, it’s kind of like it’s 
showing the community or the teachers how Black students feel when certain things are 





“I'm in MSAN, which is the Minority Student Achievement Network. And then with that 
I also do a lot of leadership programs. I'm in the NAACP council, so I learn stuff there. I 
know YLI, which is the Youth Leadership Institute. So I know a lot of stuff from 
community members, and a lot of community members have done a lot with their school 
district.” – Tabitha, advanced-track  
“But I guess I didn't really start talking about why it's beautiful to be Black and stuff like 
that until I got into high school and joined the Minority Student Achievement (Network) 
and see myself like that.” – Michelle, honors-track  
 
Reflections on Blackness 
General Reflections on Blackness in America 
 To begin to understand dimensions related to Black identity models, students were asked 
questions to elicit responses regarding certain markers of Black identity. Specifically, these 
questions aimed to understand students’ public regard, and (mis)education of sociopolitical 
issues and stereotypes affecting Black Americans. Indicators of private regard, racial centrality, 
and race salience in student responses are discussed in a later section, in which students discuss 
more specifically the role of race in their personal lives and interactions. This section, by 
contrast, addresses more generally the students’ reflections and attitudes regarding Blackness in 
America.  
 Knowledge of sociopolitical issues. As explained by Phinney and Sanders-Thompson, 
knowledge and evidence of exploration of social issues affecting Black Americans serve as 
important indicators of Black identity. Students were asked to state and elaborate on their 
awareness of certain well-established social and economic disadvantages faced by Black 
Americans relative to White Americans. Students were asked, for example, “Are you aware of 
differences in income and employment between Black and White Americans?” and “Are you 
aware that Black and White students in America do not do equally well in school?” Participants 





advanced-track students all correctly explained that Black Americans tend to be more likely to 
live in poverty (Proctor et al., 2016) and to have lower overall academic achievement 
(Bohrnstedt et al., 2015; Valencia, 2015; Vanneman et al., 2009) than White Americans, 
according to traditional measures. Standard-track student students, however, were not all able to 
correctly state these issues, reporting most often that they were unaware Black students across 
America face lower academic achievement than White students. Students were also asked to 
explain from what sources they learned this information. As explained previously, 
extracurricular activities were a key source of information. Students across groups who were 
involved in race-based extracurricular activities reported most frequently having learned about 
socioeconomic disparities from these activities. Apart from these students, advanced-track 
students often reported having learned this information from family members or in classes, while 
standard-track students infrequently reported discussions of race in class, having learned about 
racial disparities in explicit conversations with family members or from personal observations in 
their communities. Overall, honors-track students were the most likely to report having discussed 
racial issues in class, though as this group was the most likely to be involved in race-based 
extracurricular activities, these activities were reported as sources of racial education more 
frequently than class lessons.  
 Students were also asked to reflect on their awareness of modern social activism 
centering Black Americans. Specifically, the students were asked to explain their awareness of 
the Black Lives Matter movement and the NFL protests led by former San Francisco 49ers 
quarterback Colin Kaepernick. The Black Lives Matter movement began in response to the 
police shooting of unarmed Black teenager Trayvon Martin and has come to more generally 





treatment toward Black Americans (Chokshi, 2016; Thurston, 2018). The movement has 
garnered a significant social media presence, and led to organized protests throughout the 
country, is discussed frequently be media sources, and has even been labeled a terrorist or 
extremist group by conservative figureheads and the F.B.I. (A.L., 2018; Beydoun & Hansford, 
2017; Chokshi, 2016). Meanwhile, Colin Kaepernick in 2016 made the decision to kneel during 
the national anthem in protest of unjust treatment of Black Americans (Vera, 2018). The move 
ultimately resulted in his release from the NFL but has inspired similar kneeling by other players, 
widespread nationwide support, and similarly widespread opposition. In 2018, the NFL 
considered policy prohibited NFL players from kneeling during the anthem, under penalty of fine 
or removal from gameplay (Maske, 2018). As two of the most widely discussed issues of 
activism affecting Black Americans today, participants were asked to explain their awareness of 
Black Lives Matter and kneeling in the NFL.  
 All students reported at least basic knowledge of these movements and awareness that 
they were related to advocacy for Black Americans. Social media served as a common source of 
basic knowledge of these movements. Students across student groups reported reading at least 
headlines of Black Lives Matter and NFL protests and seeing images of related events on 
Twitter, Snapchat, and Facebook. Where student responses more often varied, though, were in 
their substantive knowledge of and attitudes toward these issues. Here again, standard-track 
students reported less substantive knowledge of the history and sociopolitical roots of these 
movements. Among honors- and advanced-track students, though, this knowledge varied more 
according to involvement in race-based extracurricular activities. Consider the responses of two 
advanced-track students involved in such activities:  
“So the Black Lives Matter movement was started when the Trayvon Martin case 





three women who were the founders. One of them posted on Facebook writing a letter to 
Black people saying that, you know, we're still loved. She loved us. Someone else 
commented back, another one of the founders, saying, ‘Yes, #blacklivesmatter.’ That 
sparked the movement.”  - Christina, advanced-track  
“The Black Lives Matter movement is a movement where black people are trying to gain 
equality. It spurred from police brutality and the outrageous numbers of Black 
individuals, especially Black males, being targeted by police. It also had to do with 
people shooting Black people and getting away with it.” – Jacob, advanced-track  
 
These responses were in contrast with two from advanced-track students not involved in race-
based activities:  
“Honestly I cannot [explain the origins of Black Lives Matter]. I just know that they are 
about ... I just know that they're about trying to make sure that black people are being 
treated equally. I don't really ... I honestly don't know what it's about anymore.” – 
Christopher, advanced-track  
 “Okay, so what I think [Black Lives Matter] is about is raising awareness about Black 
people in the community and making it aware that things are actually happening in the 
world. I think that’s all I can really say about it.” – Shelby, advanced-track  
 
 Importantly, in addition to discussing racialized sociopolitical issues in extracurricular 
activities, many students involved in these race-based activities referenced at some point 
independently researching issues after having heard about them in a club activity. One student, 
for example, having learned about the school-to-prison pipeline (Mallett, 2016; Skiba, Horner, 
Chung, Rausch, & May, 2011) in an MSAN presentation, used Google to seek more information 
about this issue. Indeed, extracurricular activities which centered considerations of race were 
important to students not only for the information and resources they provided, but also for 
inspiring a desire to seek more information and a deeper understanding of sociopolitical issues.  
 Sociopolitical attitudes and stereotype endorsement. A central component of Black 
identity models is the individual’s belief in negative stereotypes about Black Americans, 





provided) students’ knowledge of structural issues facing Black Americans today, I prompted 
participants to share their beliefs about these issues in order to discern their endorsement of 
stereotypes versus structural and systematic racism as explanations for racial inequality. For 
example, after students explained or were sufficiently apprised of economic disparities between 
Black and White Americans, students were asked to explain why they believed such disparities 
existed. Responses were analyzed to understand, for example, if students would attribute 
economic disparities to characterizations of Black people as lazy and unwilling to work, or to 
historic and existing structural factors limiting economic opportunity for Black Americans. 
Students were also asked to respond to and elaborate on general statements regarding the state of 
race relations and racism in America (Ex: “True or False: Black Americans are making race 
relations seem worse than they actually are,” “True or False: Black Americans can’t get ahead 
because society oppresses them.”) in order to better understand their private regard, reference 
group orientations, and attitudes toward assimilation.  
 Generally, a theme of belief in meritocracy and negative stereotypes about Black 
Americans emerged more frequently in standard-track students’ responses than in those of 
honors- or advanced-track students, who were more likely to acknowledge structural racism. 
More frequently than among other student groups, standard-track students explained income and 
academic disparities between Black and White Americans as a consequence of Black people 
being “lazy” and “not willing to work” or “expecting everything to be handed to them,” 
consistent with negative stereotypes of Black students and adults. These students displayed little 
recognition or apparent belief of structural and systemic systems of oppression as possible 
explanations for relative Black underachievement. These students expressed attitudes that not 





Americans through hard work alone, but also that Black Americans were generally at fault for 
their mistreatment or poor socioeconomic status. Finally, standard-track students were more 
likely than students of other groups to state that all people, not only Black Americans, faced 
similar challenges. The following student responses are presented as examples:  
“For one I think Black people are a little more lazy than white people are. They don’t 
take the initiative to go out and do stuff on our own. Sometimes I feel like we wait for 
somebody to do it for us. We depend on others too much.” – Roger, standard-track  
“[Question: True or false: Black students make too many excuses for their bad grades.] 
True, because it’s not like people who aren’t Black aren’t going through the same things 
that I think Black people are going through. Like I feel like if you go to school then you 
should have the same opportunity to be successful as someone who isn’t Black.” – Alan, 
standard-track  
“Okay so, instead of just you know how they always pop up, ‘oh the next police brutality 
is on some African American. The next police brutality is on this African American kid’. 
It's like they're always popping up on only the African American people, or only the 
African American victims. But if you actually read up on other people that are actually 
getting attacked, there's a percentage high enough to say it's also Caucasians, it's also 
Hispanics, it's also Asians. There's other races than just Black Lives Matter, so I stopped 
agreeing to all the Black Lives Matter and everything like that because it's not only us 
that is becoming a victim. I understand that, but what did you do to have them attack you, 
is another question... So yeah, it stopped me going with ‘Black lives matter.’ I’ll go with 
‘all lives matter’ honestly.” – Diane, standard-track  
 
A more common theme among honors- and advanced-track students was recognition of 
structural factors that may generally limit opportunity and safety for Black Americans. Further, 
these students, more frequently than their standard-track peers, described their beliefs that Black 
Americans do face distinct challenges not experienced by White Americans, and that social 
movements like Black Lives Matter were appropriate for addressing distinctly Black issues. The 
following participant statements provide examples. Because participants demonstrated varying 
levels of understanding of specific structures and the functions of systemic racism, it is worth, in 





The descriptor “involved” will represent students involved in race-based extracurricular 
activities:  
“I think especially in schools where it is predominantly White, I do think that sometimes 
teachers don't really try as hard with students of color. They feel oh, they don't want to ... 
they don't really give them the same effort that they would a White student, I guess. So 
when your own teachers don't believe in you, how can you believe in yourself?” – 
Angela, advanced-track, not involved 
“Basically, when you set up the system, like the education system or any system, and 
that's based on getting certain students to succeed and others to be suppressed, that filters 
down for years and years and years. No matter how much you preach equity, no matter 
how much you preach equality, those systems don't change. Systematic racism is what is 
happening to students all over the country. Then when you have that mixed in with the 
school-to-prison pipeline, you have kids not only not finishing high school at higher 
rates, but you have kids being put into prison at higher rates. It's all one huge thing. That's 
what's wrong. Kids are just not going to succeed when a system is completely against 
them.” – Tabitha, advanced-track, involved 
“Well, I mean as kids they're not motivated to do well and we're already forced ... well 
not we, not me specifically, but a lot of Black people are already in ghettos because they 
can't afford to get out of the ghettos and they get into the cycle of drugs and gangs and 
stuff, so they stay in the ghetto. And then their kids are born in the ghetto and they get 
into that same cycle of bad habits. Then they're put on that path. And very few of them 
get off the path and go somewhere else. We're slowly making progress, but at the same 
time we're not. 'Cause I mean, there's lots of ghettos.” – Christopher, advanced-track, not 
involved 
“Racism today isn't ‘Whites only’ bathrooms, ‘Blacks only’ bathrooms. Racism today 
isn't kids getting lynched daily, even though that does still happen. Racism today is 
institutionalized. Where you can look at the demographics of prisons and see that Black 
men take up a large portion of it while Black men in America only make up, or Black 
people in America only make up like 12%.” – Jacob, advanced-tracked, involved  
 
 Students involved in race-based extracurricular activities more frequently displayed 
perhaps a more sophisticated understanding of structural issues. Consider, for example, 
terminology used in the above responses. Involved students explicitly acknowledged 
“systematic” and “institutionalized” racism alongside the “school-to-prison pipeline,” versus 
vague, though not entirely inaccurate, references to a “cycle of bad habits” and “lots of ghettos” 





It important to note again though, that this section describes student attitudes toward 
issues of Blackness in general. Reflections on Blackness in students’ personal lives are provided 
in the following section.  
Reflections on Personal Blackness  
 Perhaps one of the most important goals of the student interview was to understand how 
students viewed the function of Blackness in their own lives. For example, for what reason, if at 
all, did students begin examining the role of Blackness in their lives? Do students describe 
Blackness as central to their identities? Do students align themselves socially and ideologically 
with Black peers? Do students describe issues of Blackness in a way that positions race as salient 
in their schooling and other experiences? How do students describe their Black peers and peers 
of other races? In short, these questions aimed to understand potential encounters in students’ 
lives, and to encourage students to reflect on their racial centrality, general race salience, and 
private racial regard. Sequentially in the interview process, students were asked (indirectly) to 
reflect on their racial centrality and salience prior to being asked explicitly to discuss issues of 
race and racism. The purpose of this was largely to determine if being Black existed in a salient 
enough position in students’ lives that issues of race would be discussed without interview 
prompting. The organization of this section reflects, therefore, the order and relatively sequential 
narrative of student interviews.  
 Racial centrality. As the very first interview question, students were asked to define who 
they are and what are the most important parts of their identity. While some students did indeed 
name being Black as central to their identity as a response to this question, this response was 
inconsistent among all student groups. A more common theme among all students was the 





standard-track students, athletic status or personality characteristics (“I’m funny,” “I really like 
children,” “I’m pretty relaxed,” for example) were commonly stated as defining components. 
Among honors-track students, being Black was somewhat more frequently reported, often 
alongside involvement in athletics and other extracurricular activities. Among advanced-track 
students in particular, participation in AP classes and college aspirations were commonly named 
as important identity considerations.  
 Other interview questions adapted from existing racial identity measures aimed to 
understand students’ sense of closeness to other Black people and desire to associate with Black 
people in particular. Students were asked to comment on their Black friendships (importantly 
distinct from relationships with all Black peers).  
 All students reported having at least some Black friendships, many of which formed in 
classes. Students across groups also reported relatively diverse friendships, though advanced-
track students more frequently reported that most of their friends were White. A more common 
theme among honors- and standard-track students was an active desire to maintain Black 
friendships, as Black peers were those who students “can be [themselves] with” and “feel more 
comfortable around.” Reported sources of these friendships were also noted as a theme. Among 
standard-track students, most common origins of friendship were interactions within class, 
athletics, and outside of school entirely, such as in students’ neighborhoods or in church. Among 
honors-track students, these students still reported Black friendships developing within classes. 
Important to note, here, as discussed above, is that in participating schools, honors and standard 
classes were often mixed for core classes, such that honors- and standard-track students shared 
physical classrooms with one another, despite being given varied coursework. It follows 





Black peers, at least in core classes. Honors-track students more frequently than standard-track 
students, though, reported having formed friendships with peers in extracurricular activities. That 
honors- and standard-track students reported actively seeking Black peers as a result of shared 
understandings is an important indicator of racial centrality.  
Advanced-track students also reported maintaining at least some Black friendships, 
though race was a somewhat less central consideration. Advanced-track students also more 
frequently than other student groups reported having mostly White friends, likely as a 
consequences of advanced-track classes reportedly taken with mostly White classmates. Though 
all advanced-track students reported appreciating their Black friendships, advanced-track 
students more frequently than any other student group reported (often without prompting) that 
their non-Black friendships were equally important and could be maintained as such in the 
absence of an explicitly racist act. Consider, for example, the following statement of one 
advanced-track male (not involved in race-based extracurricular activities):  
“I have Black friends, yeah, but I do also have some White friends, Hispanic friends, and 
some Asian friends...my Black friendships are important to me yeah, but my White 
friends and like my Asian friends, they’re cool too, we like the same stuff and do the 
same stuff. Except If any of my White friends are Trump supporters, they get cut off.” – 
Jacob, advanced-track  
 
Also noteworthy was an advanced-track female (Evelyn), involved in MSAN, who stated 
that she cherished her friendships with White peers as much as those with Black peers, but 
explained that she would reevaluate one close friendship with a White male after he expressed 
that she was selected for a competitive scholarship simply as a result of affirmative action 
policies. This interaction will be discussed further among other encounters in a section to follow 
shortly. For the present section, it is most important to note that while advanced-track students 





these students than for standard- and honors-track students for reasons of shared interests and 
experiences. Advanced-track students less frequently reported their race as an important 
consideration for friendship development and more frequently reported developing friendships 
on the basis of shared academic and extracurricular priorities. Race, for these students, was 
perhaps a facet of identity as central as their membership in certain spheres of academic and 
extracurricular involvement.    
 Race salience. Questions addressing a theme of race salience intended to understand if 
students perceived their race as prevalent and important in their everyday interactions. Did 
students perceive their race as an explanation for functions in their schooling experience, or, in 
other words, did students witness interactions and experiences and attribute these experiences to 
issues of race? One question – “What do you think is the biggest problem in your school?” – 
emerged as an important indicator of race salience. That some student groups consistently named 
race-related issues was particularly notable as this question was asked prior to any questions 
explicitly naming race or Blackness.  
 All students who reported participation in race-based extracurricular activities named 
issues of race as the biggest problem in their school. The following responses to the 
aforementioned question are presented as examples:  
“My biggest problem in my school...I would say it would be like race-wise. I don't know. 
I would just see ...  just for example, like dress code-wise. I would see a little White girl 
or something walking around. She can wear a really short skirt or short shorts and nobody 
really said anything at all, but if it was, let's say, a Black girl. If a Black girl had a butt or 
something like that and she was to wear that, too, they would dress code her even if it's 
not too much.” – Tiffany, MSAN & BSA involved  
“I’ve noticed that...like there was one time where there was a group of ... There was two 
of these Black guys. They were sitting on the ground in the bathroom. An administrator 
walked in and was like, ‘Where are you guys supposed to be? Get to class,’ and stuff like 
that. I get it. It was in between classes. They weren't skipping or anything. They were just 





they weren't using the bathroom. They were just sitting there. Then this other time I went 
into the bathroom and an administrator came in. It was these two White boys. They were 
talking on their phones and stuff like that. This was during a class, but an administrator 
walked in and just walked right out and didn't say anything and stuff like that. I guess 
racial profiling, I would say, is one [problem].” – Jacob, advanced-track, vice president of 
National Achievers’ Society5 
“I would probably say racial barriers... Students and teachers, you hear them say a lot 
‘our school’s very diverse,’ ‘our school doesn’t discriminate,’ and ‘we don’t have any 
racial biases,’ just like ok that’s what you all think but why don’t you talk to us minorities 
and see how we feel about it.” – Thelma, honors-track, MSAN & BSA involved   
 
Based on these responses, race and racism appeared salient issues in the schooling 
experiences of students involved in race-based activities. As honors-track students more 
frequently than other student groups were involved in race-based activities, and all students 
involved in these activities reported racial issues as the biggest problem in their school, logically 
honors-track students more frequently than other student groups reported racial issues in 
response to this question. However, the sole honors-track student not involved in race-based 
activities also stated racial issues as a significant issue, alongside issues of attendance at girls’ 
sporting events.   
 None of the three advanced-track students not involved in race-based activities named 
racial issues as the biggest problem in their school. Their responses were instead as follows: 
“I would say the biggest problem is that the school is so big but we only have six minutes 
to get between classes, and sometimes teachers don’t consider if you have a class on the 
third floor and have to get all the way to maybe a different building, plus you have to get 
in between all the other kids, so some of the teachers still get mad if you get there late.” – 
Angela, advanced-track  
“Well administration is just terrible. They got rid of Smart Lunch, that was an hour-long 
lunch where we could do anything and be productive, and replaced it with [school-
specific initiative], where you have to go somewhere, to either a class because your grade 
is failing, well not failing but below 75.” – Christopher, advanced-track  
																																																						
5 National Achievers’ Society is a merit-based honor society open only to racial minority 





“The biggest problem in my school is that they just try to think everybody should be a 
winner, and I just don’t believe that they should give...like say like for instance they took 
out valedictorian and salutatorian ‘cause they feel like everyone deserves to be a winner, 
and I don’t think that’s right because you have these kids that worked hard throughout 
their high school life to be number one and number two, but now y’all want to take those 
out.” – Shelby, advanced-track  
 
For these students, issues of race were perhaps less salient in their schooling experiences than 
more practical or strictly academic concerns.  
 Finally, among standard-track students, only one student (Adam) apart from the one 
involved in a race-based extra-curricular (Tiffany) named a racial issue as the biggest problem in 
his school.  For this student, the biggest problem in his school was “lack of diversity in general. 
[There are] just too many white kids.” Among the remaining four standard-track students, two 
stated their inability to identify a problem within the school, while two identified a perceived 
lapse between knowledge obtained in classes and knowledge necessary for survival in the “real 
world.” 
 In short, the interview question, “What do you think is the biggest problem in your 
school?” was functionally the most consistent indicator among all questions of race salience in 
students’ personal lives. The reality that issues of racism in response to this question appeared as 
a theme among all student involved in race-based activities may perhaps indicate higher race 
salience among these students than among others. Apart from these students, concerns about 
preparations for life outside of school were more pressing for standard-track students, while 
academic considerations were prioritized by advanced-track students.  
 Private regard for Black peers. Certain questions were designed in the interview to help 
generate an understanding of how students viewed Black Americans in their own lives – 
particularly, their Black peers. These questions asked students to reflect on their relationships 





students within their own school. These questions, distinct from the general reflections provided 
by students and discussed previously, specifically sought thoughts on the students they see and 
with whom they interact daily.  
 As Black friendships have been discussed previously in this section, relatively little space 
will be given for this discussion here. It is worth noting, though, that all students reported 
generally getting on along well with their Black and non-Black classmates. Students also noted, 
upon prompting, uneven levels of within-class interaction with Black peers. Standard- and 
honors-track students reported relatively high racial diversity within their classes, though some 
honors-track students recalled sharing classes with fewer Black peers in years prior to the 
implementation of mixed-level classrooms. Advanced-track students, however, frequently noted 
being one of very few Black students in most of their classes, with the exception of certain 
electives. Further, while these students reported getting along well with Black students within 
their classes, some noted difficulty identifying with Black peers in other settings. The following 
statement from an advanced-track student provides an example of this dilemma:  
“Most of my classes, me and maybe two other people are people of color and stuff like 
that. Then it's hard for us to ... When we hang out with other black people it's like we're 
not Black enough... That's the thing. With my experience with Black people in my 
school, they're all Black people that are in my classes. I guess I can relate to them, 
because we're the small percentage of Black kids are in those classes and stuff like that. 
The Black people that I was referring to are the people that aren't really in those classes. 
I've seen them. I don't even really know who they are or where to find them and stuff like 
that, just because they're ... First, they're not in my classes. Then there's so few of them 
and stuff like that. When I do come encounter with them, when I do talk to them and stuff 
like that, there's nothing to talk about. There's just such a disconnect between that small 
minority at my school and then also the population of black people who aren't in the 
higher level classes and stuff like that.” – Jacob, advanced-track  
 
From early questions of relationships with Black peers, no students explicitly stated their 





indications that Black friendships were important for purposes of mutual understanding. Private 
regard for Black peers became more clearly defined by students when asked to explain why they 
believe so few Black students participate in advanced classes. 
Among standard-track students, two reported simply not knowing why Black students 
chose not to participate in honors or AP classes, and as such, these students offered no 
explanations. Three other standard-track students attributed Black students’ lack of higher-level 
course involvement to students’ own choices, attitudes, and priorities:   
“I would say maybe (Black students don’t take advanced classes as often as White 
students) because they don’t care about that type of thing. Or maybe, you know, they 
don’t want to spend that type of time doing classes and doing homework and stuff at 
home when we don’t...I don’t know, we and Black people just don’t be working as hard 
like them other kids when either way we still gotta...we’re still gonna graduate.” – Alan, 
standard-track  
“Probably because the Black students their friends don’t push them enough in school like 
as they should do. And I know some White people, their friends like they actually like 
discuss school, talk with them and you know they push them to do better when they’re 
doing bad in school.” – John, standard-track  
“I’m saying [Black students] could (take advanced classes) if we wanted to, like I could if 
I wanted to, I just don’t have that time to spend learning stuff I don’t even need to know. 
Like I don’t need to learn that English type of stuff. Plus, I have a job, and a lot of people 
have jobs so we just don’t have that time, you know?” – Amber, standard-track 
  
Only one standard-track student – likely not coincidentally, the one standard-track student 
involved in a race-based extracurricular – blamed forces outside of students’ own behavior for 
their low involvement in higher-level classes:  
“I guess 'cause, well aslso again, we talked about this in MSAN. 'Cause some people say 
they're not encouraged to be in any (honors classes), and then some people feel like, oh 
it's going to be too hard.” – Tiffany, standard-track  
 
Meanwhile, honors-track students more consistently than other student groups mentioned 





underrepresentation in higher-level courses. Indeed, five of the seven honors-track students cited 
schooling or home influences as barriers to Black involvement in these courses. Somewhat 
surprisingly though, two others, both of whom were involved in race-based extracurriculars and 
previously stated structural factors as reasons for general Black academic underachievement, 
blamed Black students in their own schools for their poor academic performance:  
“If they have bad grades that is totally their fault. Teachers, especially at [my high 
school], teachers are always making themselves available to you. I really think It is on 
them because they’re not seeking out the help they need from students, teachers, tutors. 
We have so many help themed programs at our school to help you. You shouldn’t be 
failing any classes. And if it is an issue with the teacher and you see something that’s 
repeated over and over again, that’s when you’d have a talk with the teacher, but 8 times 
out of 10 it’s the student not seeking out they help they need because they don’t want to 
look, like they still want to seem cool by not asking for help and going to teachers when 
they need to.” – Erica, honors-track  
“(There are few Black students in honors and AP classes) ‘cause I feel like they just 
discourage themselves and don’t want to try to push themselves to something harder to 
try to take.” – Olivia, honors-track  
 
 Advanced-track students more frequently (six out of seven) than other student groups 
cited Black student attitudes and behaviors, rather than structural factors, as reasons for low 
Black student participation in advanced classes and for general underachievement. This, too, is 
somewhat counterintuitive, as advanced-track students displayed, as previously discussed, an 
understanding of structural and institutional racism, as discussed previously, and their influences 
on Black opportunity and achievement in general. When asked to reflect on the academic 
achievement and efforts of Black students in their own schools, though, responses tended to 
place accountability on students alone rather than structural considerations:  
“I feel like they just discourage themselves and don’t want to try to push themselves to 
something harder to try to take...They be like, ‘well I don’t have time to do that.’ It’s just 
stuff like that. You just have to make time. ‘I don’t have this at home.’ Well ask for help. 





“Well, some of them are serious about school, but then some of them, whenever I talk to 
them, it seems like they're not very serious about school as much, and it's kind of like, it's 
disappointing, because I wish they would act serious about school and they want to take 
these classes. It's offered to them, so why not take it? But a lot of them just don't really 
want to take the time to take hard classes, because they just don't want to study for it and 
they just feel like it's just too much for them.” – Jacob, advanced-track  
“None of them try. I've met some black kids, and I've had conversations with them, and if 
they actually try to do stuff they would definitely do it. If they tried as hard in their 
classes as they try to be cool, they would be masters, geniuses, but they don't. I don't 
know why.” [Interview follow-up question: What does trying to be cool look like?] “It 
looks like they're skipping school, trying to do... claiming to do the drugs, sagging their 
pants, getting into fights. Thinking that school is a waste of time, so they don't apply 
themselves, and they focus primarily on athletics.... I don't understand why. But there are 
a select few athletes who know they actually have to try in their academics and are doing 
well in classes like calculus. There are smart kids. But there aren't that many.” – 
Christopher, advanced-track  
 
Indeed, advanced-track student students in these students explained – implicitly or 
otherwise – that other Black advanced-track students were in their advanced position as a result 
of their own merit and efforts, independent of structural factors that may have intervened. Some 
students even referenced that advanced-track students are not only harder working, but also 
better behaved. Consider, for example, Christopher’s quote above, and the following statement 
he also offered as advice to incoming Black high school students:  
“Avoid the Black kids until you get into AP or honors classes. Don't necessarily try to 
seek them out if they're with a crowd of other Black kids. You will want to, but that's a 
bad idea. Unless you see a Black kid sitting with some Hispanics or Asians or Whites, if 
it's a diverse group, go there. If it's just a group of one race, do not socialize with them.” – 
Christopher, advanced-track  
 
Certain advanced-track students clearly indicated a perception that other advanced-track 
students were better academically performing and better behaved than standard-track students. 





that teachers and administrators also held this perception, granting advanced-track Black students 
a sort of AP privilege. The following statement was also offered by Christopher:  
“Generally [my teachers] are encouraging. I think mostly it's because I've been in the 
upper-level classes for the most part, and the students, generally speaking, want to be 
there. So the teachers don't have to be like, ‘Stop doing this, stop doing that.’” – 
Christopher, advanced-track  
 
And the following statement, from Jacob, an advanced-track male quoted in this section for his 
statement that Black students are accountable for their own underachievement:   
“A lot of the teachers at my school also know me really well. I don't know, I feel like I'm 
well liked among my teachers and stuff like that. I don't know I feel like a lot of adults 
like me and stuff like that. They know I’m a good student and I’m in these classes and I 
do this and that. Another thing is, I've never ... sometimes ... this is gonna sound bad, but 
they don't talk to me like I'm Black and stuff like that. They talk to me in a way where ... 
you can tell the difference between them talking to a person of color, or a bad student, 
and talking to someone who's even a White student and stuff like that. They don't talk to 
me in the same way they would talk to Black kids.” – Jacob, advanced-track  
 
Worth noting for purposes of consistency, the student quoted here was the only 
advanced-track student quoted in this section who participated in a race-based extracurricular 
activity.  
 Private regard for personal Blackness. Near the end of the interview, students were 
asked to explain if they liked being Black and to elaborate of the reasons why or why not. All 
students indicated that they do indeed like being Black. Reasons for students’ positive attitudes 
toward their own Blackness varied very little across groups. These reasons most commonly 
including affinity for physical characteristics, cultural values, and methods of expression, and a 
pride in Black history:  
“I love being Black. I love my Black skin. I like being called chocolate. And, you know 





“For one thing, [being Black is] a sense of expression that doesn’t really need to be 
expressed, but it’s known” – Roger, standard-track  
“I like being Black. I love my culture. We’re all families. We do fight, but it’s never 
anything that’s prolonged. We’re always together. We’re always happy. As long as we 
have somebody cooking, everything’s good.” – Thelma, honors-track  
“I like being Black, just because I feel like we're a strong race. Our history has made us 
mentally stronger than others, and I feel like a lot of stuff that we have, we fought for in 
history. I like the culture, I like hip hop music, I like Southern food, I liked fried chicken, 
I like everything Black.” – Tabitha, advanced-track  
 
Encounters. A final important theme in student discussions of personal experiences of 
Blackness was their reflections on encounters in their lives. Encounters, here, remains a term 
used to describe an experience in which an individual is confronted by a race-salient experience, 
often causing the individual to reevaluate their previously held racial attitudes and choose how to 
behave moving forward. Some encounters may have already been discerned in the student 
responses shared thus far. One student, for example, reported beginning to consider her own 
Blackness as beautiful upon discussing racial issues in MSAN. Another questioned her 
friendship with a White friend upon being told that her selection for a competitive scholarship 
was a result of her race alone. Certain interview questions were designed to elicit student 
descriptions of encounters they may have experienced. These questions included, for example, 
“Do you feel you’ve ever been treated differently because of your racial identity?” (though this 
question was designed in part as an indicator of race salience) and “Can you describe a time or 
event in your life that made you begin considering issues of race in your life?” However, 
encounters were effectively presented by students throughout the interview, at times apart from 
the presentation of these questions.  
 Most students, across groups, were able to name an event or conversation that caused 





track student’s conversation with an older sibling about what to do if he is ever stopped by 
police; an honor’s student’s recognition that the racially diverse classrooms she experienced in 
middle school disappeared when she began her honors course work (notably, before her school 
implemented mixed classrooms); and an advanced-track student’s memory of a White customer 
at her job requesting that he be served by a White employee. Indeed, most students were able to 
recall a moment of having to consider their status as a potentially second-class citizen in the 
United States, though a slightly lower portion of standard-track students than other groups were 
able to recall these moments. What varied more significantly among students groups, though, 
were the effects of these encounters on student attitudes and behaviors. Students’ perceptions of 
encounters in their lives, along with their attitudes about Blackness and behaviors toward their 
Black and White peers, varied fairly consistently across groups and extracurricular experiences. 
The following section, therefore, will discuss what seem to be trends among student groups, 
based on their interview responses, according to previously discussed prominent racial identity 
models.   
Understanding Cases’ Black Identity 
Student responses offered insights useful for understanding their identities as Black 
students. The current section will provide a holistic review of these responses and discuss with 
what dimensions of Black identity models standard-, honors-, and advanced-track students seem 
to align. An analysis of how school tracks may have influenced these alignments will be 







Among student groups, standard-track students generally displayed the least knowledge 
and consideration of issues of race. Little evidence of independent critical exploration was 
provided in these students’ lack of knowledge of widespread issues of inequality, such as income 
and academic achievement gaps. Further, race did not appear as a particularly salient issue within 
standard-track students’ own schools and personal lives. Despite (or perhaps, as a result of) 
likely having greater interaction with Black peers than other student groups, standard-track 
students were the least likely to report racial issues as most significant in their schools and 
displayed the lowest awareness of racial achievement gaps. Standard-track students were also the 
most likely to blame Black students themselves, rather than structural factors, for their poor 
academic performance. These students indicated agreement with negative stereotypes – Black 
Americans are lazy, unwilling to work hard, expect handouts, etc. – as explanations for both 
Black student underachievement in their own schools and income and academic disparities in 
America as a whole. This narrative seemed to indicate a maintained belief in meritocracy – if 
Black people simply worked harder, they’d be able to achieve all that White Americans have. 
Additionally, race did not appear a particularly central identity component for this group of 
students. More important was students’ athletic involvement, out-of-school interests, and other 
personality traits driving their everyday behaviors.  
To summarize, standard-track students generally displayed low racial centrality, and low 
race salience in their school environments, as described by the Sellers (1998) MMRI. These 
students also displayed an assimilationist ideology, maintaining that struggles an opportunities 
experienced by Black Americans were no different than those experienced by all Americans. In 





of or commitment to sociopolitical considerations of Blackness. All, however, reported enjoying 
being Black, most often for reasons of physical or cultural affinity.  
According to Cross (2000) and Phinney (1989, 1992) models of ethnic identity 
development, these students could best be characterized as at pre-encounter and 
diffused/foreclosed identity stages, respectively. These students did not necessarily display the 
self-hatred or Eurocentric worldviews sometimes characteristic of the pre-encounter stage of the 
Cross model. Much more commonly displayed among students were pre-encounter 
characteristics of low race salience and racial attitude neutrality, assimilationist ideologies, and 
miseducation. These students appreciated being Black but did not center Blackness as a driving 
influence of their identities. Further, these students had little education of the structural and 
systemic influences influencing Black opportunity and outcomes, and these students instead 
ascribed to narratives of “free will” and “rugged individualism” as means to success, believing 
that Black Americans could achieve as an unobstructed result of their own efforts. Indeed, this 
evidenced lack of critical exploration of the true implications of Blackness in America also align 
students with the diffused/foreclosed stage of the Phinney model of adolescent ethnic identity 
development.   
Honors-Track Cases 
 Honors-track students displayed the highest racial centrality, race salience in their school 
environments, sociopolitical knowledge, and evidence of critical exploration of the role of 
Blackness in their own lives and in America as a whole. Although no majority of any student 
group stated their race as the most central component of their identity, honors-track participants 
were more likely than other groups to do so. Honors-track participants also displayed the greatest 





their schools. Further, these participants demonstrated not only the most thorough understanding 
of issues of structural and systemic racism – evident of high sociopolitical consideration – but 
these participants were also the most likely to apply these issues to considerations of Black 
student achievement in their own schools. Ideologically, these students most frequently aligned 
with a nationalist or oppressed minority philosophy, as described by Sellers et al. (1998). These 
students indicated that minority groups or Black Americans alone face unique challenges not 
experienced by White Americans. However, these students did not necessarily display an 
unwillingness to maintain interracial friendships or to work with diverse groups.  
 Participants in this group best displayed internalized identities, according to the Cross 
model, or achieved identities, according to the Phinney model. Though these students reported a 
belief in a unique experience of Black Americans and displayed high race salience and 
awareness of racism, these attitudes were displayed with a sense of rationality, unlike the 
emotionality and at times anger of the immersion/emersion stage, or the confusion of the 
moratorium stage. These students were able to maintain healthy relationships with White peers, 
rather than immersing themselves in performative and exclusive Blackness. These participants 
seemed to have processed lessons about the role of race and racism in the United States and have 
begun advocating and working for Black equality without doing so in a manner so fervent that all 
other interactions and priorities become irrelevant.  
 It is important to note here that six of the seven interviewed honors-track participants 
were involved in extracurricular activities that prioritized racial discussions. This involvement 
was higher than in any other student group, and of course likely influenced students’ racial 





of these activities on students’ racial identities will be further addressed among the discussion in 
the next and final chapter.  
Advanced-Track Cases 
 Advanced participants demonstrated a clear awareness sociopolitical issues affecting 
Black Americans as a whole. These students demonstrated a consistent knowledge, at a basic 
level at least, of economic and academic achievement gaps, as well as some of the structural and 
systemic factors affecting these disparities. Also clear was relative pride in their Blackness, as 
evidenced by their unanimous agreement and explanations that they indeed liked being Black.  
 Unfortunately, the racial centrality, race salience, regard, and ideology of advanced-track 
students are perhaps the least clear relative to other student groups. Similar to both other groups, 
the majority of advanced-track students did not indicate their race as a central component of their 
identity, prioritizing their student and advanced-track status and academic goals instead. 
However, the salience of race for these students in their schools was more variable than for other 
groups. These students were less likely than honors-track students and more likely than standard-
track students to name a racial issue as the most significant issue in their schools. Important to 
consider, though, is that although advanced-track students as frequently as honors-track students 
had at least a basic grasp of sociopolitical/structural issues affecting Black Americans at large, 
these students were much less likely than honors-track students to recognize these same issues at 
work in their own schools and among their own peers. Despite recognizing systemic barriers to 
Black Americans as a whole, these students felt that meritocratic structures were effectively 
established within their own schools, leaving Black students solely accountable for their own 





Black students were no different from those faced by all students, and all challenges could be 
addressed regardless of race, resembling an assimilationist ideology.  
 Advanced-track students in this investigation are perhaps the least neatly aligned with 
any developmental stage of racial identity. Students displayed some knowledge of and agreement 
that systemic and structural racism, but simultaneously ascribed to attitudes of individualism and 
displayed certain frustrations with Black peers not apparently participating in school systems 
appropriately. Their attitudes and behaviors most closely resemble the pre-encounter stage of the 
Cross model. Though these students may have reported encounters that could otherwise propel 
them into immersion/emersion and ultimately internalized identity stages, these students seemed 
to have regressed to certain key pre-encounter characteristics. Again, these students do not 
necessarily display self-hatred or disdain for their own Blackness. Instead, these students have 
perhaps achieved and are comfortable in their goal of being “the right kind of Negro,” (Cross, 
1991, p. 199). These students are accepted by their White peers and teachers and feel, more often 
than other student groups, that they have earned their superior academic status as a result of their 
own efforts alone. They feel that, at least within their schooling environments, achievement is a 
result of fitting in and working and behaving appropriately.  
 According to Phinney’s developmental model, advanced-track students aligned most 
closely with the foreclosed staged, perhaps combined with the confusion characteristic of 
moratorium. Consistent with Phinney’s identification of foreclosed identities, advanced-track 
students in this investigation do have some recognition of the meaning of race, but they have 
failed to thoughtfully, critically evaluate how race may influence their personal worlds and 





immersion-emersion), choosing to abide instead by simpler views of schooling systems that have 





























CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 This dissertation first analyzed the history and purposes of school tracking through a 
critical race theory lens in order to understand how schools which use tracking or, less directly, 
gifted or advanced education may serve to influence the racial identities of Black students. This 
dissertation then reviewed prominent Black racial identity models to better understand the 
development and characteristics of Black identity, in order to evaluate how Black student 
identity may be observed and reflected upon in the context of tracked schools. Finally, this 
project included a process of interviewing twenty Black eleventh and twelfth grade students who 
have experienced differences in course levels in their high schools. The interview process 
encouraged students to reflect on their schooling experiences and identities, in order that in 
student descriptions of their experiences, their responses may provide insights into how these 
schooling experiences may have played a role in the development and maintenance of their racial 
identities. The previous chapter provided an overview of the information and themes provided by 
student interviews, along with a basic discussion of how student responses may have aligned 
student groups – labeled, for the purposes of this investigation, standard-, honors-, and 
advanced-track – with certain components of Black identity models. The present chapter will 
conclude this investigation by providing first a more thorough discussion of how schooling 
experiences may have influenced the Black identity themes indicated in student responses. This 





followed by implications and suggestions for practice and further research, and limitations of the 
study.  
Discussion 
 The previous chapter provided an analysis of how student groups aligned with certain 
components of racial identity models but did little to discuss why their course involvement may 
have influenced the attitudes and development of their Black identities. This section will aim to 
fulfill this important discussion.  
 Operating under the assumption provided by Black identity scholars that an achieved or 
secure identity is ideal for healthy Black Americans, honors-track students appeared best suited 
for healthy psychosocial functioning in this investigation. What role might honors classroom 
experiences have played in the attainment of these ideal Black identities? It is important to 
consider, first, that these students’ course placement likely gave them the most diverse exposure 
to classmates, relative to other student groups. Honors courses were made available to students 
upon beginning ninth grade, though mixed classrooms were implemented in all schools during 
the course of students’ high school careers. As indicated by some students and likely experienced 
by most if not all honors-track students, these students participated in honors classes in which 
they were among few minority peers prior to the implementation of standard-honors mixing. 
When classes were mixed, honors-track students began taking classes with more Black peers 
than experienced by advanced-track students but maintained contact with White peers in 
electives and occasional AP courses, not forgetting their experiences prior to course mixing. The 
ability to take courses with Black and White peers likely provided honors-track students a 
recognition of Black and White student efforts, interests, and motivations unrecognized by 





White classes. Further, the non-isolation from Black peers allowed students to maintain 
relationships with Black classmates and prevented a sort of “othering” of lower-level classmates.  
 Here, it becomes of course important to note the role of race-based extracurricular 
activities in the lives of honors-track students. One of the primary purposes of these activities, 
particularly BSA and MSAN, was to educate students on the history and functions of race and 
racism, not only in America at large but also specifically within schools. Indeed, two students 
(one honors-track, one standard-track) were recruited for this study following an MSAN 
presentation titled “Classrooms of Color.” It is probable, then, that a great deal of students’ 
knowledge of terminology and technicalities of race in schools formulated in these programs 
instead of (or in addition to) in the classroom. This point is not to say that classroom experiences 
were inconsequential. More than one student specifically referenced lessons they had learned 
about race and racism by observation in their classrooms. It is instead likely that these 
extracurricular opportunities made students more vigilant of the functions of race and allowed 
them to make meaning of their experiences in a manner that was healthy, rather than the possible 
fervent immersion experience described by Cross following an uncounseled experience of 
racism.  
 Furthermore, although honors-track students more frequently than other student groups 
participated in these activities, they appeared to positively influence the one involved standard-
track student as well. As described in Chapter 4, the only standard-track student to attribute 
Black student academic challenges to structural factors within her school was involved in 
MSAN. But, for what reasons might all other standard-track students have instead relied on 
negative stereotypes and blamed Black students alone for their underachievement? And how 





least knowledge of economic and academic racial disparities in America, along with little 
recognition of structures of racism limiting Black opportunity. Largely absent from involvement 
in race-based extracurricular activities, standard-track students would not have received the 
education provided by these activities in the manner experienced by honors-track students. 
Further, if literature (e.g., Grissom & Redding, 2016; Loveless, 2013; Oakes, 2005; Tyson, 2011) 
on the nature of education received in standard classes remains consistent in the case of these 
students, these standard-track students likely did not receive the formal in-class critical 
discussion of race experienced perhaps by advanced-track students. It is logical, then, that 
standard-track students may have been unable to attribute the average or below-average 
achievement of their Black peers to much other than the often-negative messages they have 
received about Blackness from a still highly racialized American society. Further, a belief in 
meritocracy that Black Americans get only what they deserve, may provide students comfort in 
the idea that they can achieve all that they desire and remain safe in America when they choose 
to work harder or simply follow the rules. Consider, for example, standard-track students’ reports 
that they could take harder classes if they wanted to, or that Black Americans could avoid police 
brutality if they only behaved as police asked.  
 There remains a consideration of low race salience among standard-track students. It may 
initially seem counterintuitive that the students surrounded the most by minority peers were the 
least likely to identify racial issues as the most significant in their schools. It is possible, though, 
that this very racial homogeny caused standard-track students’ unawareness of racial issues. One 
could posit that there were simply other issues more pressing for standard-track students, but this 
argument loses strength when considering that standard-track students were the only students to 





as highly context-specific. A Black American would become keenly aware of his or her race at a 
Ku Klux Klan meeting, for example. In academic environments in which all individuals hold the 
same minority status and are treated equally, however, vigilance of racial issues may naturally be 
replaced by greater concern for issues apparently more pressing. These students may not have 
seen their race as a particularly salient consideration or an issue in need of exploration in their 
schools, as their racial isolation in academic settings prevented any obvious observances of racial 
inequality. These students did not as often as their honors- or advanced-track peers feel treated 
differently from White classmates perhaps because they simply had so few White classmates to 
whom to compare themselves and their experiences. Their treatment in class, regardless of how it 
may have been perceived by honors-track or advanced-track students more aware of White 
student experiences, was viewed as normal by these racially isolated standard-track students.  
 Finally, how may the responses of advanced-track students be interpreted as a function of 
their schooling environments? Interestingly, advanced-track students displayed some of the same 
pre-encounter or foreclosed attitudes of standard-track students. Race salience was low (though 
higher than for standard-track students), and these students displayed assimilationist ideologies 
and meritocratic beliefs in their schooling environments. Somehow, though, advanced-track 
students maintained these attitudes alongside knowledge of structures of racism ingrained in 
American society.  In other words, advanced-track students understood income and academic 
disparities in the broader American society as outcomes of racism, but they referred to negative 
stereotypes and blamed lack of work ethic for the poor outcomes of Black peers in their own 
schools. Even participation in race-based extracurricular activities did not exempt all advanced-





 Course involvement may ostensibly be responsible for advanced-track student attitudes. 
Perhaps foremost, advanced-track students in this study have had less in-class interaction with 
Black students in high school than any other student group. They lack, therefore, the benefit of 
personal observation and classroom interaction experienced by honors-track students, for 
example. Their classroom interactions with Black peers are limited and are primarily with 
students whose exceptional experiences very closely mirror their own. The Black students with 
whom they have personal relationships in class have achieved significant academic success 
despite what these students have learned are structural barriers in the world outside of their 
schools. To many of these advanced-track students, their schools existed as worlds impermeable 
to the structural racism pervasive outside. These students described teachers who genuinely 
cared about them, resources that were readily available, and support systems offered to all 
students. Their schools, unlike the broader society in which they exist, were functionally 
egalitarian meritocracies. To these students, in these schools, all Black students could achieve if 
they just took advantage of the opportunities presented by these schools. These advanced-track 
students themselves were the examples of this apparent truth. To report otherwise might be to 
discredit the value of their efforts and to perhaps admit that certain factors outside of their 
control – their parents’ education, their established reputations as “good students” – might have 
provided them an advantage.  
 Of course, some advanced-track students did recognize their own privileges. They at 
times acknowledge that certain Black students did not have the same resources as they had 
themselves, or that their treatment as a well-established advanced-track student perhaps 
facilitated easier everyday interactions with school personnel. It would be an important 





played in engendering among advanced-track students an apparent belief that school is a fair 
environment for all students of all races.  
 Student responses reflected only some of the expectations outlined in the concluding 
thoughts of Chapter 2. Advanced-track students did, as explained in this section, demonstrate 
attitudes reflecting underdeveloped Black identities. Honors-track students similarly fulfilled 
expectations, as those students who have experienced some higher-track and some lower-track 
courses. These students showed the most mature racial identities. Contrary to expectations, 
though, effectively no standard-track students appeared to be in stages of racial exploration. The 
only possible exception to this trend was the standard-track student involved in critical race-
based extracurricular activities. Indeed, activities and courses to educate students about the 
functions of race pervasive throughout society are clearly important in the development of 
healthy Black identities. It was through this education that the students in this investigation 
learned the general challenges faced by Black Americans and the systems and structures that 
kept these challenges in place.  
This investigation served as important fundamental knowledge to understand schooling 
influences on student Black identity and to help students begin to make sense of their Black 
identities. Apart from the important role of explicit racial education, efforts to foster healthy 
identities must include sustained interaction with racially and academically diverse peers. 
Among the students interviewed, having virtually exclusive interaction with minority or White 
peers, or peers of uniform educational background and goals, hindered the development of robust 
understandings of how race functions in America. Importantly, this also limited students’ 
understandings of how Blackness functioned in their lived everyday schooling environments. 





segregation will continue to produce graduates with immature and unprepared understandings of 
the role of Blackness in their own lives.  
Implications for Theoretical Framework 
 This dissertation began with a discussion of Critical Race Theory, particularly as it may 
be applied in education research to critically examine school tracking practices. Before 
beginning this investigation’s empirical interview task, I reviewed literature demonstrating the 
pervasiveness of race – the primary tenet of CRT – in school tracking. Namely, in track 
placement methods, curriculum materials, and teacher and resource allocation, schools maintain 
a practice of providing the best education primarily to those students who are protected by their 
property of Whiteness. For Black students, according to existing literature, methods of providing 
gifted education demonstrate to Black students that certain cultural norms are “wrong” or should 
be corrected. Meanwhile, these schools convey a message that all students may achieved an 
“advanced” status, while ensuring that students who reach and maintain this status are those who 
conform to “correct” cultural attitudes and behaviors.  
 Interview responses demonstrated foremost that school tracking processes remain 
effective in their aim of reserving advanced-track educational experiences primarily for White 
students. And it is within these experiences that Black students, rewarded for their designation as 
advanced and isolated from other Black students, learn that their behavior adherent to majority-
culture norms and beliefs is “correct.” These students seemed to have learned to embrace the 
values, beliefs, and behaviors – the cultural arbitrary (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970) – of White 
Americans, at the expense of their peers. In short, tracking process appeared, as posited by CRT 
in education, effective in prioritizing White interests and only allowing Black presences to the 





 These processes, described by a CRT analysis as largely racialized, likely influenced 
students’ Black identities, and the nature of these influences formed a central research purpose of 
this dissertation. For this work, I reviewed models of Black identity development along with 
models describing Black ideologies and behaviors at specific points in time. Fairly consistently, 
students described their attitudes and schooling experiences in manners that could be identified 
as resembling certain ideologies or stages described by these models. Missing, however, was 
clear evidence of an encounter leading to periods of immersion and further development. 
Certainly, Black identity development models explain situations in which encounters may lead to 
regression to a pre-encounter stage. Noteworthy, though, were the likely influences of schooling 
experiences on the interpretation of encounters for advance-track students. Though these students 
described encounters no more or less severe than those experienced by other student groups, they 
tended to write off these experiences as rare or exceptional, rather than as characteristic of White 
Americans as a whole. This is likely not unrelated to their generally positive interactions with 
White classmates and teachers. Further analyses or development of Black identity models may 
consider specifically the influences of student schooling structures in the managing of 
encounters. 
Implications for Practice 
 This investigation revealed both problematic and successful elements of students’ 
schooling experiences. Problematic, on a fundamental level, was the practice of tracking itself. 
As explained, these practices conveyed notions of cultural hierarchies and a misunderstanding of 
the functions of race and racism. Students in neither standard nor advanced tracks demonstrated 
much understanding of the functions of structural racism in Black experiences. Further, these 





“correct.” However, labeling tracking in its entirety as culpable may disguise some of the 
individual processes at work in creating these issues for Black students. For example, the 
measures of intelligence and behaviors rewarded in making track designations deserve a 
significant share of blame for maintaining a cultural arbitrary unhealthy for Black identity 
development. Additionally, the racial isolation experienced by students in standard or advanced 
tracks appeared to contribute greatly to their misunderstanding of their Black and White peers.  
Education leaders wishing to address these issues may wish to begin, at the very least, by 
addressing the manners by which track decisions are made. Knowledge of historically biased 
track placement methods may allow leaders to recognize the need for culturally sensitive and 
representative methods of determining which students may participate in higher-level courses. 
However, a more thorough and inclusive method of eliminating tracking-related issues would be 
to de-track schools entirely. The process of de-tracking schools is not novel (e.g., Burris & 
Garrity, 2008; Hallinan, 2004) and is demonstrated to some extent in the mixed classrooms 
recently introduced for standard- and honors-track students. In these classrooms, students were 
able to receive coursework of rigor they desired, and were also able to interact with more diverse 
peers than in their standard- or honors-track classrooms alone.  
Another successful schooling influence revealed in student responses was participation in 
race-based extracurricular activities. These clubs and organizations gave students a productive 
venue in which to learn and discuss racial issues in their worlds. Students who participated in 
these activities have been able to use this knowledge to make sense of encounters and of the 
racial interactions they see within their schools and in broader American society. This likely 
benefited these mostly honors-track students in their understanding of Black peers with whom 





schools may do well to not only continue offering these programs, but also to increase 
recruitment and encourage participation among standard-track and advanced-track students.  
Limitations of the Study 
 Certain methodological shortcomings may have hindered the potential for an optimally 
thorough investigation of the influences of school tracking on Black identity development. 
Perhaps the most significant study limitation can be found in the over-abundance of honors-track 
students involved in race-based extracurricular activities. Six of the seven honors-track students 
interviewed participated in such activities. It is unsurprising that many of these students 
participated in these activities, as these programs specifically target and recruit minority students 
who demonstrate potential for and interest in high academic achievement but may experience 
certain barriers to success. However, including only one honors-track student outside of these 
programs limited the ability for this investigation to comment on the experiences of honors-track 
students who have not shared experiences common in these activities. Further, the high race 
salience and sociopolitical awareness of these students is explained in this investigation as a 
result of students’ involvement in these programs, rather as a cause of students’ willingness to 
become involved. Indeed, the explanation provided by this project may be most likely, as 
programs like BSA tend to enroll students in elementary or middle school, ages young enough 
that many students may not have begun critical evaluations of racial issues, according to the 
previously identified racial identity theorists. However, the possibility that an early interest in 
racial issues leads students to seek and become involved in these programs may be considered in 
order to fully understand the actual influence of these activities on students’ identities.  
 As with any qualitative investigation, an additional limitation of this study may be found 





female graduate student. An interviewer sharing the same race as students has unique 
advantages, particularly in an investigation in which racial issues are a central discussion. 
Students may have felt more comfortable discussing certain racially sensitive issues, for 
example.  Potential limitations in this study, however, may have involved Black students’ 
potential desire to respond in a way they may have believed would be most acceptable or 
desirable to a Black investigator.  
 Finally, although this project did not attempt to provide a fully comprehensive look at all 
factors influencing Black student identity, certain unexplored or underexplored phenomena may 
have influenced the observed trends in student responses. As one such consideration, racial 
socialization at home likely plays a role in students’ racial attitude development and willingness 
to participate in certain schooling environments. Although clear trends were observed among 
groups of students involved in race-based extracurricular activities, for example, further student 
questioning about racial messages conveyed by parents or other home influences might provide a 
more thorough understanding of how students participate in and interpret these activities. A 
second consideration worth exploring is the influence of peers outside of schooling 
environments. This dissertation has included discussion of the likely influence of classroom 
peers, but as students interact with peers in environments apart from schooling, there are likely 
extant peer influences from these outside contexts. Finally, as this study included interviews of 
students in two districts, communities in similar socioeconomic environments were selected. 
This study did not, however, attempt to discuss the influences of certain socioeconomic contexts 
on the attitudes and experiences students bring to school. It is possible, for example, that the 





students certain experiences and environments that influence their perceptions of the functions of 
race.  
Implications for Future Research 
 In this investigation, I made every effort to maximize time and resources to produce the 
most thorough possible review of the role of school tracking structures in the lives of interviewed 
Black students. Future research, however, would benefit from a larger and more experientially 
diverse sample. While recruited students may benefit from remaining exclusively Black in an 
investigation of Black student identity, incorporating the voices of more than twenty students 
would help support (or dispute, as appropriate) the conclusions drawn from student voices in this 
study. The incorporation of a relatively equal sample of students both involved and absent from 
race-based extracurricular activities will also help strengthen the investigation’s conclusions. In 
addition to incorporating a larger sample, future researchers might aim have a more 
representative sample by gender. Relative equality of student gender among student groups will 
help to elucidate any potentially gendered responses in descriptions of schooling experiences and 
identity. 
Additionally, the present study was solely qualitative, with interview questions drawn or 
adapted from existing and verified identity measures. These modified interview questions did not 
presume to be entirely content or content validated measures of Black identity. A stronger study 
would likely resemble a mixed-methods investigation in which a validated quantitative measure 
of Black identity could accompany an interview component to allow students to explain the 
reasons for their quantitative responses. In short, a more robust study may incorporate the voices 





qualitative measures may allow an even more thorough investigation of the experiences of Black 


























APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
1. If you had to describe who you are, and what are the most important parts of your 
identity, what would you say?  
2. Do you like school? Why/why not? 
3. What do you like most about school? 
4. What do you dislike most about school?  
5. Do you like your teachers? Why/why not? 
6. Tell me about your favorite teacher and why that teacher is your favorite. 
7. Tell me about your least favorite teacher and why you don’t like them. 
8. Would you say your teachers are generally encouraging? Why or why not?  
9. Do you think school is hard? Why/why not? 
10. Do you take honors/AP classes? (Which ones and) why/why not?  
a. [If participant is a senior] Did you take honors/AP classes last year? (Which ones 
and) why or why not? 
11. Are you planning to go to college? Why or why not? 
a. [If yes] What colleges would you like to go to and why?  
12. What do you think is the biggest problem in your school?  
13. Now I’m going to ask you about your friends. Can you describe your friends to me?  
a. How are you alike with your friends? How are you different from your friends?  
14. Would you say most of your friends are Black, White, or something else? 
15. Tell me about the race of your other classmates. For example, do you have a lot of Black 





a. [If mostly Black] Why do you think you have so few White students in your 
classes? 
b. [If mostly White] Why do you think you have so few Black students in your 
classes? 
16. Do you get along well with your Black classmates? Do you get along well with your 
White classmates?  
17. Do you think the Black students in your school do better, worse, or as well as the White 
students in their classes? Why do you think that is? 
18. What kind of clubs, sports, or extracurricular activities are you involved in? Why did you 
choose these activities OR why aren’t you involved in any activities?  
Now I have a few questions about things going on in the world. There are no right or wrong 
answers, and of course feel free to let me know if you don’t want to answer any of them.  
19. Have you heard of the Black Lives Matter movement?  
a. [if no, explain, then proceed to c.] Basically, the movement was created to protest 
the shooting death of an unarmed Black teenager, Trayvon Martin. His shooter 
was not arrested for the crime. Courts ruled that it was done in self-defense. The 
movement was created to protest and raise awareness of the killing of unarmed 
Black men by police and by others, particularly when these people are not 
charged with a crime.  
b. [if yes] can you tell me in your own words what that’s about? Do you think it’s 
important? Do you think it’s been successful?  
c. Do you think this movement is important? 





a. [if no, explain, then proceed to c.] In short, some players have chosen to kneel or 
“take a knee” while the national anthem plays before football games. They say 
this is done in protest of police brutality against Black people and general 
mistreatment of Black people in America. 
b. [if yes] Could you explain why they’re kneeling?  
c. Do you think they should be allowed to do this, or should they face a penalty for 
kneeling?  
21. Do you think police brutality against Black people is a significant issue in the US? 
Why/why not? 
22. Do you know about differences in academic achievement between Black and White 
students? 
a. [If no] Black students in America tend to have lower high school graduation rates, 
score lower on tests, and complete college less frequently than White students. 
Did you know this? Why do you think these differences exist?? 
b. [if yes] can you explain what these differences are? Why do you think these 
differences exist?  
23. Do you know about differences in income and poverty rates between Black and White 
Americans? 
a. [If no] Black people in America tend to make less money and have higher poverty 
rates than White people. Did you know this? Why do you think these differences 
exist? 
b. [if yes] can you explain what these differences are? Why do you think these 





24. Do you think Black people should work with members of other races to make social 
change, or should they rely mostly on each other?  
25. Would you say that Black people as a whole have made progress in the 21st century?  
26. Would you say that racism in America has decreased, increased, or stayed the same in the 
21st century? 
Now I’m going to ask you some true or false questions. For each of these questions, I’d like for 
you to state your answer and then explain why you chose that answer. For example, if I were to 
say one TV show is better than another, I’d like you to say if you agree with that, so true, or not, 
so false, and I’d like you to explain why you feel that way. There are no actual right or wrong 
answers.  
27. True or false: Black people are making race relations in the US seem worse than they 
actually are.  
28. True or false: Black students in school make too many excuses for their grades. 
29. True or false: Poor Black people in America make too many excuses for being poor. 
30. True or false: Black people can’t get ahead because society oppresses them.  
31. True or false: White people are generally racist.  
That’s the end of the true or false questions. Now just a few more regular questions before you’re 
done! 
32. Do you like being Black? Why/why not? 
a. What are the good things about being Black?  
b. What are the bad things about being Black?  
33. Would you say you have more in common with Black people or with White people? 





34. What advice would you give Black students beginning high school? 
35. Do you have any other comments or other things I think you should know about you or 





































Amber Female Standard 12 No 
Diane Female Standard 12 No 
Tiffany Female Standard 11 Yes 
John Male Standard 11 No 
Alan Male Standard 11 No 
Roger Male Standard 12 No 
Michelle  Female Honors 11 Yes 
Thelma  Female Honors 12 Yes 
Erica Female Honors 12 Yes 
Olivia Female Honors 11 Yes 
Cassandra Female Honors 12 Yes 
Michael Male Honors 12 No 
Steven Male Honors 11 Yes 
Angela  Female Advanced 11 No 
Christina Female Advanced 12 Yes 
Evelyn  Female Advanced 11 Yes 
Shelby  Female Advanced 12 No 
Tabitha  Female Advanced 11 Yes 
Jacob  Male Advanced 12 Yes 
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